
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Paradise & Vodka

      

      
        The Fallen

      

      
        A Note From The Author

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Fallen

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Books By Kimberly Knight

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        A Saddles & Racks Novel, #6

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      No portion of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any print or electronic form without permission.

      This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, places, events or occurrences, is purely coincidental. The characters and storylines are created from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. The subject matter is not appropriate for minors. Please note this novel contains profanity, explicit sexual situations, and alcohol consumption.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Copyright © 2020 Kimberly Knight

      Published by Kimberly Knight

      Cover art © Okay Creations

      Interior Formatting  © Mermaid Publishing House

      All rights reserved.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Gabe – Angels & Whiskey
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        To Andrea Gehrke:

        You waited years for Nick's story and now it's time.

        Enjoy it, my friend!
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        *Please note that you can read this book as a standalone. However, it is recommended that you read it after the first five books in the series to avoid any spoilers.*

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Four Years Ago

      

      I was nervous.

      I’d never brought home a guy before. Not because I was scared my parents would hate him, but because I was afraid he wouldn’t like them. I'd only ever had two boyfriends, but I was especially nervous for Douglas Alexander to meet my folks.

      Douglas had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth, so to speak, whereas I grew up in a small town in Alabama where everyone knew everyone and their business. It was tiny and had a town square in the middle of town where kids would play in the grass while their mothers would gossip as they watched blossoming couples stroll to the one diner. It was also different from where I had been attending college for the past three years. My parents’ mobile home could probably fit in the living room of Douglas’s parents’ vacation home in the Hamptons. To say we grew up the complete opposite of one another would be an understatement, but we had, and that was why I was on edge about him meeting my parents and seeing where I was raised.

      The entire time we were flying from New York to Mobile, including a connecting flight, my palms were sweating. I wasn’t sure why I had invited Douglas to spend Christmas at my parents’ home, but I didn’t want to spend a moment without him, and he had mentioned his parents were spending Christmas in Italy on vacation. We hadn’t been dating long, but I knew I was falling in love with him, and before I knew it, I had invited him to spend the holidays with me.

      "You don’t have to go," I’d stated, trying to backtrack on my offer.

      "I’ve never been to Alabama before. I think it will be fun." Douglas had smiled, his dark brown eyes looking into my own dark brown ones, and then he kissed me softly as we sat on his couch in his Manhattan apartment. Since we'd started dating seven months ago, I’d spent most of my nights at his place because I shared a tiny walkup with four other girls from school and loved the extra space of his apartment.

      "Fun," I’d snorted. "I didn’t peg you as a hunting and fishing type."

      "Well, no."

      "That’s really all there is to do."

      "Do you hunt and fish?" he’d countered.

      "I did when I was younger." It was my father trying to bond with my sister and me, even though neither one of us cared for the outdoors like he did.

      "Really?" I'd nodded. "And now, when you go back?"

      I'd shrugged. "We just hang out and play cards or something."

      Douglas had smiled. "Well, I know how to play cards. Plus, can’t we go hiking and stuff since it’s not snowing there?"

      Douglas’s idea of fun was going to the gym and making sure he was in good health, especially since he was going to be a doctor. We both attended Columbia University; he was in undergrad for med school, and I was on track to get my bachelor’s degree in biology. We were both studying the human body, and while I tried to be in good shape, I was big-boned and the opposite of my twin sister, Everleigh. We weren’t identical. She was the beauty, and I was the brains—literally.

      Growing up, Everleigh entered every beauty pageant in the entire state of Alabama, and I stayed home and did homework or science experiments that I'd seen in one of the many books I had. That was how I was able to afford to go to New York for school: I’d won a grant for tuition and room and board from a science fair project my junior year and maintained a 4.14 GPA throughout high school, while Everleigh barely had a 3.0. I wore glasses until I got contacts my senior year, while Everleigh had perfect vision. She was skinny, but no matter what I ate—or didn't eat—I wasn’t.

      "I’m not sure about hiking, but we can go for walks," I’d answered.

      "Walks are good. And there’s always other forms of cardio." He’d winked.

      "What do you mean?" I’d smirked.

      "Let me show you."

      His form of cardio was much better than going to the gym.

      The plane touched down in Mobile, and even though we had at least a forty-five-minute drive ahead of us, my stomach was still in knots. I wanted Douglas to like my family and not judge me by the lack of money my parents had. I was grateful we weren’t staying with my parents. My hometown was small, but it had a nice bed and breakfast where I'd reserved a room. It wasn’t luxurious by any means, but it was better than my parents’ doublewide or staying with my perfect sister.

      "Are you still worried?" Douglas asked as we walked toward the baggage claim.

      "Is it that obvious?" I chuckled nervously.

      He draped his arm across my shoulders and brought me against his side. "Yes, I can tell by how quiet you are, but don't worry. Everything will be fine."

      "You remember that I told you they live in a doublewide trailer, right?"

      "I'm not dating your parents, Ash."

      "I know," I sighed. "Your parents are so perfect—"

      "My parents aren't perfect."

      "But you aren't embarrassed by your roots."

      "And you are?"

      I shrugged slightly. "Not embarrassed, really. You and I are just so different. I bet your mom has never stepped foot into a Walmart before, and my parents go there weekly to buy everything for the week."

      His father was an attorney, and his mother a socialite. My dad was a mechanic, and Mom was Everleigh's pageant manager. I didn't like to talk bad about my parents—I loved them. I just really hoped Douglas didn't turn his nose up at anything over the four days we were spending in Alabama.

      "To be fair, I don't think my mother has ever shopped for groceries." He chortled.

      After getting our bags, we got into the car we rented, and I gave Douglas the address of the bed and breakfast. The plan was to check into the room and then go to my parents' home for dinner. Mom was probably making fried catfish, cornbread, coleslaw, and fried green tomatoes. Dad had likely caught the catfish, and the tomatoes were no doubt from their garden. I'd forgotten to tell Douglas that most of the meals we would have with my folks would be fried, and when I remembered, I didn't tell him. He would find out soon enough, and then fate would take its course. I couldn't stop what was going to happen, so during the forty-five-minute drive, I decided to embrace it all. I was a southern girl, and Douglas was either going to love me for it or he wasn't.

      My mood was better as we neared town until I saw the fire trucks.

      The fire trucks in front of the bed and breakfast where we were staying.

      The bed and breakfast that was on fire.
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      I was no longer nervous. Instead, I wanted to break down and cry.

      The bed and breakfast didn't burn down completely, but there was enough damage that we couldn't stay there. I tried calling places in Mobile, but all the decent hotels were booked, and there was no way Douglas Alexander was going to stay at a motel, even if he told me he would.

      I knew him better than that.

      We sat in the rental car, my cell phone clenched in my hand. "I could ask my sister," I suggested, even though I really didn't want to. It wasn't because I didn't love my sister—I did. It was because she always got the boyfriends in high school—the boys I liked—and the less time she spent with Douglas, the better. I was already insecure about him dating big-boned me, so him spending time with my perfect sister made me nervous.

      "That's probably better than sleeping in the car," Douglas replied. I looked over at him to see that he was smiling. I was so worked up, but the look on his face told me he really was okay with my roots.

      "Yeah. Let me give her a call."

      The phone rang twice before Everleigh answered. "Sister, sister. Are you here?"

      "Yeah," I sighed. "But we have a situation."

      "What kind of situation?"

      "Well, the Magnolia Inn was on fire."

      "Oh no!" she gasped.

      "And now we have no place to stay."

      "You can stay with Mom and Dad."

      I snorted. "In our old room?"

      "Yeah, push the twin beds together." She laughed.

      "Right," I said, dragging out the word.

      "I'm kidding. Do you want to stay here? You know I have an extra room."

      "Yeah, can we? I don't want to put you out."

      "Puh-lease. You're my older sister. Of course, you can stay here."

      I rolled my eyes. I was older by three whole minutes. "Thank you. Can we come now?"

      "Yep, and then we can go to Mom and Dad's together."

      "See you soon."

      I gave Douglas the address, and within five minutes, we were parked in front of Everleigh's two-bedroom cottage-style house. Everleigh was still doing pageants. Her dream was to win Miss America and Miss USA followed by Miss Universe. When she wasn't competing, Everleigh worked as a receptionist for the lone doctor in town.

      "This is nice, Ash. What were you so worried about?" Douglas asked, looking at the quaint home.

      "Yeah, my sister has done well for herself."

      "But it's your parents you're afraid I won't like?"

      "They're very backroad, if that makes any sense."

      "Like missing teeth and shit?"

      "No." I snorted. "Well, maybe one or two."

      He reached over and squeezed my knee. "Don't worry. Everything will be fine. I promise."

      I nodded. "Okay. Let's grab our things."

      Douglas grabbed our bags from the trunk, and we walked up the pathway to the front door. Before I could knock, the door swung open, and two arms embraced me, pulling me against Everleigh's tiny frame.

      "I've missed you," she said into my dark brown hair that fell just past my shoulders.

      "You saw me less than a month ago for Thanksgiving," I reminded her.

      "So? I can still miss my sister."

      I smiled warmly at her as I pulled back. "And I've missed you too." Her dark gaze moved to look over my shoulder, and I turned, reaching my hand out for Douglas. "And this is my boyfriend, Douglas."

      They shook, and to my surprise, Douglas kissed the back of her hand. "It's nice to meet you, Everleigh."

      She blushed and batted her long lashes. "You too. Ashleigh has told me so much about you."

      "All good things, I hope." He snickered.

      "For the most part," I sassed.

      "Well, come on in." Everleigh waved us in, and we walked inside. "I'm sure this is nothing like your apartment in New York," she stated. Douglas's Manhattan apartment was modern with hardwood floors, an updated kitchen with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances. He had leather couches, and his mother paid some fancy interior designer to furnish the décor that looked like something out of a magazine instead of at Walmart.

      "No, but it is nice. Very cozy," Douglas replied.

      "Is cozy good?" she asked with a slight chuckle and looked at me. I lifted a shoulder.

      "Cozy is good," he confirmed.

      "Well, thank you, then." She beamed.

      "We'll just put our stuff in your spare room," I stated and started down the hallway. It was the first door on the right. The room was small, but big enough for a full-sized bed and a single nightstand. "I know the bed is small—"

      "Ash," he said with a sigh, "it's fine."

      "Okay." I nodded.

      He set the bags down and cupped my cheek. "A small bed just means we get to snuggle."

      I smiled up at him and agreed, "Yeah."
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      We didn't stay long at my sister's because we didn't want to be late for dinner.

      When we pulled up to the doublewide, I wasn't sure it was the same mobile home I grew up in. I had been home a month ago, but since then, my parents had made upgrades. The area by the stairs that led up to the front door was well manicured with flowers and boxwood greenery. The lawn had been mowed, and every weed had been pulled. The outside had been transformed into a Christmas light show with decorations. Growing up, we’d never decorated the outside; we’d only had a fake tree indoors.

      "Did you know about this?" I asked, turning to look at Everleigh in the backseat.

      She grinned. "Yeah. I helped them."

      "Why … Why did they decide to do all of this?"

      Her gaze moved to Douglas and then back to me quickly. She shrugged. "Mom just wanted to."

      "Okay," I breathed, and we all opened our doors to get out of the car.

      I grabbed Douglas's hand as we walked behind Everleigh and up the steps of the small porch. Everleigh opened the front door, and I expected to smell fried fish in the air. Instead, I was hit with the scent of something similar to a pot roast.

      "You're here!" Mother gushed and rushed toward us with open arms. She engulfed me. "We've been waiting."

      "Sorry." I hugged her. "The Magnolia Inn caught fire, and we had to find another place to stay."

      Mom gasped as she drew her head back. "It did?"

      "Yeah, the kitchen burned pretty badly, but the rooms only have smoke damage."

      Mom and I broke apart. "Where are you staying?"

      "They're staying with me," Everleigh stated.

      "Yeah, and," I gestured to Douglas, "this is Douglas. Douglas, this is my mom, Dixie."

      To my surprise, my mother wrapped her arms around him and gave him a big hug. "It's a pleasure."

      Douglas smiled. "Likewise, Mrs. James."

      "Please, call me Dixie."

      "Dixie it is."

      "Where's Dad?" I asked.

      "Right here," he stated, coming into the room from the hallway. He had on a collared shirt and tie, and I had to do a double-take.

      I looked at my sister to question what the hell was going on. She shrugged with a small smile. I cleared my throat. "Douglas, this is my father, Earl. Dad, this is Douglas."

      They shook. "Nice to meet you, sir."

      "Pleasure."

      Pleasure? Who were these people?

      "All right," Mom said excitedly. "I hope you're hungry. I've made my famous chili and cornbread."

      "Sounds delicious." Douglas wrapped his arm across my shoulders. Chili was better than anything fried. We were off to a good start.

      My mother even served us on her nice china she got from my grandmother.
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      Dinner went better than I thought it would.

      Everyone got along. Dad and Douglas bonded over college football—I had no clue Douglas was into college football—and Mom seemed to fall in love with my boyfriend. Even Everleigh seemed to be head over heels for him.

      "I told you everything would be fine," Douglas stated as we unpacked our clothes back at my sister's.

      "I know." I wasn't going to tell him that my parents were trying to impress him by changing their entire house and wardrobe. He seemed to like them, and that was good enough for me, even if they hadn’t been themselves. We had two more days to spend with them—Christmas Eve and Christmas Day—before we went home. I was curious if they were going to keep up the ruse.

      I yawned as my sister knocked on the door. "Do you guys want to make drinks and sit out back by the fire pit?"

      I looked at Douglas, and he gave a quick nod, so even though I was tired from traveling, I replied, "Yeah, we'll be right there."

      We finished hanging up our clothes and then met Everleigh in her kitchen. She had numerous bottles of whiskey, tequila, rum, gin, and vodka.

      "What? No champagne?" I teased.

      She grinned. "That's for Christmas day."

      "Ah." I chuckled. "Well, Douglas likes his whiskey, and I'm good with a vodka cranberry or something like that."

      "Perfect." She grabbed all the ingredients, and we each made our drinks before taking them out back to sit around the fire pit.

      "When is your next pageant?" Douglas asked Everleigh.

      "Next month," she replied.

      I yawned, and they looked at me. "Sorry. Just a long day."

      They went back to talking about Everleigh’s upcoming pageants. Every time I turned around, she had another pageant. It wasn't a surprise to me since that was how it was when we were growing up.

      I yawned again. "Sorry. I think I'm going to head to bed." I started to stand, expecting Douglas to say that he was going to bed too.

      Instead, he said, "I think I'm going to have one more drink before calling it a night. Another one, Everleigh?"

      I blinked. It seemed Douglas was really getting along with everyone in my family.

      "Yeah, I could go for another," she replied.

      "Okay. Well, I'll see you in the morning then."

      I turned and went back inside, putting my glass in the dishwasher on my way through the house. Needing to wash off the day, I jumped into the shower before crawling into the bed. When I woke in the middle of the night, I reached for Douglas, expecting to find his warm body next to me. Instead, the bed was cold. I got up and walked into the living room, which was dark and empty. Thinking they might still be outside by the fire, I went to the back door, swung it open, and found out they were. Except what I saw wasn't what I was expecting. They were both naked, and Everleigh was in his lap riding him while throwing her head back in pleasure.

      "Are you fucking kidding me?"
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      Present Day

      

      I was at another fucking wedding. This one was for my man Brad and his girl, Cassie. I really didn't understand how any of my friends wanted to be tied down to one woman for the rest of their lives, especially since we were paid to fuck. Yeah, okay, that wasn't technically the job description, but we all knew what went on behind closed doors, and I had no desire to ever be with only one woman again. I had done that when I first started as an escort, and my girlfriend at the time didn't understand that it was just about money and sex. So, after we broke up, I decided never to go down that road again. At the time, I was twenty-one and just wanted to have fun. I was the life of the party, and having an old ball and chain didn't work with my lifestyle.

      I had no elaborate backstory like my friends. I wasn't ex-military, or a cop, or an aspiring athlete who got injured. I was just a cocky, sexy, tattooed dude who liked to fuck. I also had no crazy story about how I got hired by Saddles & Racks. I’d known escorts existed, so I’d searched for a service online, found S&R, called up Mark, and got an interview.

      That was six years ago, and the rest was history.

      "If you're fucking next, I will cut your dick off," Mark whispered next to me as we watched Brad and Cassie say their vows before a Bruno Mars impersonator. When in Vegas …

      "Do you really think you need to worry about me?" I chuckled under my breath.

      "I didn't think I needed to worry about any of you, and now the fourth guy is about to be a married man."

      Brad and Cassie had been engaged for almost a year, and therefore, Brad had been out of the game for a year, working with Gabe and Autumn at their self-defense business. Cassie had recently gone back to work at the jewelry store where she had been employed when Brad had been shot. Gabe and Autumn had a kid and another on the way. Paul and Joss were badass FBI agents, and Vinny, who was still teaching special needs kids, and Tessa, a stay at home mom, had two kids who were their world. Seth—who was never an escort, but worked undercover with Joss on a case—and his wife, Cat, a dentist, were expecting their first child. Needless to say, everyone was having kids or getting married, and that would never be me. Not only did I not want to settle down with one woman, but I also couldn't imagine having a kid.

      "You don't need to worry about me," I assured him. "I'm not a sucker like them. No woman is going to tie me down."

      "That's what they've all said."

      "Yeah, but they've all been in love before. They clearly wanted it again." I hadn't loved my ex. That was why it was so easy for me to pick my career over her.

      "Brad had never been in love," Mark stated and then waved his arm to the front. "And now look at him."

      "Yeah, but Brad had that hero complex, and he and Cassie went through some shit. I'm just a guy who likes to party and fuck."

      "Well, like I said, if you quit on me, I'm cutting your dick off. Finding decent guys to take their places has been challenging."

      "I won't be getting tied down," I reiterated. "Plus, you have Galen, and he's good."

      "He’s a firefighter, so he has a hero complex too."

      "Not all heroes want to get married."

      "True, but I'm going to start putting a clause in your contracts that states before you give notice, you have to find me five replacements."

      I chortled. I understood where Mark was coming from. All of my friends, who were now out of the game, had regular clients, and regular clients meant money coming in. With the revolving door, it wasn't necessarily a steady income for Mark. I, however, still had my regulars alongside new clients I was working with. Money was good.

      "You may now kiss your bride," fake Bruno said.

      Everyone stood and started to clap as Brad and Cassie sealed their fate with a kiss.

      Yeah, that was never going to be me.
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      What set me apart from most of the escorts at Saddles & Racks was that I was always willing and able to travel with a client. I didn't mind having a paid vacation where I was most likely to get laid. Okay, I always got laid. If I didn't know better, I'd think that I was keeping Saddles & Racks open with my bookings. Maybe that was why Mark was all on my ass about not settling down.

      Checking my schedule on my phone, I saw that a regular had booked a weekend away to Lake Tahoe. Natasha and her extended family took a trip each year during the summer, and like me, she never wanted to get married. She had a good job at an advertising firm, got to travel the world, and liked to fuck. She hired me each year to keep up the ruse after the first year she took me on her trip. I was so good that Natasha didn't even live in Vegas and still booked me a few times a year—and not only for her family vacation.

      Me: I see we're going to Tahoe this weekend. Did you book us the room with the Jacuzzi?

      A few minutes later, Natasha texted back: Of course I did.

      I smiled as I texted back, remembering everything we'd done in said Jacuzzi: And you packed your toy?

      Natasha: Stop. You're making me turn beet red.

      Me: So? What's wrong with that?

      Natasha: I'm in a meeting.

      Me: What are you wearing?

      Natasha: You're going to get me fired.

      I grinned and texted: No, I'm going to get you wet.

      Natasha: Already done.

      Yeah, I was that good. She didn't even need to see my face to get turned on.

      Me: Go to your office and take your panties off, boo.

      Natasha: Who said I was wearing any?

      I groaned. Now she was turning me on.

      Me: Facetime me and let me see your pussy for proof.

      Natasha: I would, but I'm stuck in this meeting.

      Me: Go to the bathroom.

      Natasha: Nick …

      Me: Fine. I'll see you in Reno tomorrow.

      Each time Natasha booked me a flight to Reno, and then we would drive to Lake Tahoe together as though we were a real couple.

      Natasha: Can't wait.
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      For the past three months, I had been torturing myself every time I opened my refrigerator. I was doing it on purpose because I wanted the wedding invitation on the fridge to steer me away from any bad foods.

      
        
        You’re invited to the wedding of

        Everleigh Marie James

        and

        Douglas Marcus Alexander

      

      

      Since the night I had caught them fucking in Everleigh's back yard four years ago, I hadn't spoken to either of them, and I hadn't gone home to spend any holidays with my family in fear I would run into her, so my parents would switch between coming to Las Vegas to visit me and going to New York to see the lovebirds for Christmases and Thanksgivings.

      After I graduated from Columbia, I got a job as a medical technologist in Las Vegas, and I had been living in Vegas ever since. My life was good despite the lack of love in it—and the wedding invitation staring me in my face.

      The wedding that was fast approaching.

      The wedding that was in Fiji.

      The wedding I really didn't want to go to.

      The wedding I had to go to.

      "Fuck my life." I slammed the fridge.

      When I received the wedding invitation, I was dumbfounded. I knew from my parents that Everleigh and Douglas were still dating, but I never imagined I would be invited to their wedding. And in Fiji of all places. If anything, it would be a tropical vacation because, let's be honest, it was still a trip to Fiji for a week.

      I wasn't going to go, but when my parents came to visit me over Christmas, they convinced me that I should because Everleigh was my one and only sister, and I would regret it if I didn’t attend. I wasn't happy for either of them, but I had to be the bigger person. It didn't mean that I was going to speak to them, though. I hadn't picked up the phone or even sent an email to my sister. I did, however, RSVP, and my dumbass said I was bringing a guest, but I had no guest to bring. I had dated a few guys here and there, but I wasn't currently dating anyone.

      My fridge torture was working, except it wasn't helping me find a date even though I had lost ten pounds since receiving the invitation. "We just met, but I have this wedding to go to all the way in Fiji, so want to be my date?" I could never ask that because none of the men I had gone on dates with were up to par. I needed someone who would make the perfect Douglas Alexander look like a scrub.

      Yes, perfect. That was what my parents thought of both him and my sister. They were the perfect couple in their eyes, and it didn't matter that they had both broken my heart. My mother even had the nerve to tell me that Everleigh and Douglas were a better match. How and why she thought that was beyond me. I was educated like Douglas, but Everleigh was good-looking like him, and having a trophy wife was better in all of their eyes than having a smart, educated one. It was no wonder I felt like the outcast.

      I was.

      My cell phone buzzed with a text.

      Adriane: Lunch?

      My best friend was reading my mind.

      Me: Yes!

      I didn't want kale or carrots or any of the healthy crap I had in the fridge. I wanted a giant cheeseburger to give me the comfort I needed to feel better about myself. It would also make me gain five pounds, but what was the point? Everleigh and Douglas were getting married no matter what, and I was the one not good enough.
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      "So, I guess I'm going to the wedding alone," I stated around a mouthful of what I swore was the best cheeseburger I'd ever had. It wasn't, but since I had been dieting, it tasted like heaven on a bun.

      "Just hook up with one of the groomsmen," Adriane replied around her own bite.

      I choked slightly. "I'm not sleeping with any of Douglas's friends."

      "Why not? He banged your sister, and now look."

      I didn't know which of Douglas's friends would be groomsmen, but none of the friends I knew him to have were my type. "I don't know. That's not me."

      "It's not like you'd see any of them again. Just have one—or more—of them screw your brains out."

      I stuck a fry into my mouth and thought about the last time I’d had sex. It had been a while, but I wasn't sure any of Douglas's uppity friends could bang my brains out. "Yeah, I don't think any of them can do that. I'd break them."

      Adriane tilted her head slightly and narrowed her eyes at me. "Oh, shut up."

      "I'm serious."

      "Well, then they would have a story to pass along to Douglas about how you were so good in bed that you broke their fucking dick off."

      The waiter took that moment to check on us. "Um, how's everything tasting?"

      "Good, thank you," I replied.

      "Great. Just let me know if I can get you anything else."

      "Are you single?" Adriane asked.

      My dark brown eyes widened.

      He chuckled. "Actually, I'm not."

      "Ah, that's too bad. You could have gone to Fiji."

      "A!" I scolded.

      "What?" She grinned. "I'm trying to solve your problem."

      The waiter didn't say anything further and walked away.

      "I'm not taking a stranger to the wedding."

      "Well, I would go with you if I could get the time off of work."

      "I know." Adriane had just started a job as a dental assistant and wouldn't have vacation time for several months.

      "You know"—she took a sip of her strawberry milkshake—"I heard some of the girls talking in the office, and apparently, Dr. McKenna's husband is friends with some male escorts at Saddles & Racks."

      "Huh?" I asked, confused.

      "You know what an escort is, right?"

      "Of course, I do."

      She lifted a shoulder. "Maybe you should hire one."

      "Have you lost your mind?" I snorted.

      "Maybe." She laughed. "But they'd probably play the part of your loving boyfriend, while you get your brains screwed out of your head. I also don't think you'd break a professional's dick off."

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      That night, I kept replaying my lunch with Adriane, and before I knew it, I had the Saddles & Racks website up on my computer. I didn't know if any of them went out of town on dates, how much it would cost, or if they would want to go all the way to Fiji, but to my surprise, my research showed that hiring an escort to go with you out of town was a thing. As I read each guy's profile and found out only one guy at Saddles & Racks would travel, I smiled. Nick had multiple tattoos and looked like a bad boy, whereas Douglas would never mark up his body. He was the complete opposite of the soon-to-be Dr. Douglas Marcus Alexander.

      Nick was perfect.

      I wasn't sure who I wanted to shock more, my ex or my family that didn't care about my feelings. Nick would do both, and therefore, I sent an inquiry to the agency to see if I could book him for the trip. I couldn't believe I was considering hiring a male escort, but it was my last resort, even if I spent my entire savings doing it.
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      It didn't take long for my phone to ring with a local number after sending the email. "Hello?"

      "Yes, is Ashleigh available?"

      "This is she," I responded.

      "This is Mark from Saddles & Racks. I received your online inquiry about hiring Nick for a destination wedding."

      "Yes," I confirmed.

      "Do you have a few moments to go over details so I can book that for you?"

      "Yes, I do." I took a sip of the cranberry and vodka cocktail I'd made myself to calm my nerves.

      "Great. I just have a few questions."

      He went through the basics about when and where, and made sure I would be paying for everything. He also told me the price for the boyfriend experience, and set up a date for me to meet Nick.

      How had I let Adriane talk me into this?
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      I was going to Fiji.

      In all my time traveling with clients, it would be the first time I would go to a tropical paradise other than Hawaii. I'd never been international, and I was excited. This is why I never want to stop escorting. I couldn't wait to tell the guys and rub it in their faces that while most of them were home with screaming kids, I was going to be lying on the beach sipping a cocktail and getting paid to do it.

      Strolling into Oak & Ivy, I had a huge grin on my face.

      "Oh God," Vinny groaned.

      "What?" I questioned, slipping into a seat at the table. The bartender looked over at me, and I nodded that I wanted my usual salty dog, which I preferred with vodka, not gin.

      "You're up to something," he replied.

      "What makes you say that?"

      They guys shared a look, and Gabe answered, "You never have a grin on your face."

      "Sure, I do," I argued. I was a happy dude, and I felt as though I was always smiling. My only worry in life was when my friends got mixed up in scary shit like going undercover to take down a pimp or getting shot in a jewelry robbery.

      "No." Brad shook his head. "You're the prick in the group."

      "Gee, thanks." I rolled my blue eyes.

      "It's true," Paul confirmed. "But, I have seen you smile."

      "And when was that?" Vinny asked. These fuckers knew that I smiled.

      "When it’s about getting laid. Like when I needed him to take my date at a club once. Even saw him dance," Paul clarified.

      "So, what gives?" Gabe questioned.

      I couldn’t contain my excitement any longer. "Your boy is going to Fiji!"

      "For a date?" Galen inquired.

      I nodded. "For a full fucking week too."

      "Why you?" Galen continued to question.

      "Because I can go on a whim, unlike you, fireman." The bartender brought over my drink, and I gave him a nod of thanks.

      "When do you leave?" Paul asked.

      "I'm meeting the client tonight, and then we leave Monday." I took a sip of the salty-sour yet sweet goodness of vodka and grapefruit juice.

      "Should we bet?" Brad questioned.

      "Bet on what?" I furrowed my brow.

      "If you'll join The Fallen," he clarified.

      "You think he's next?" Vinny inquired.

      "Wait." I held up my hands. "You think I'm going to fall in love with this chick because she's taking me to Fiji?"

      "Take it from me," Brad said. "The more time you spend with a woman, the more likely it is you'll develop feelings."

      "What was it that Paul said before Brad fell for Cassie?" Galen questioned.

      I had no idea what he was talking about until Brad responded, "You'll meet a woman who you'll start to care about, and then before you know it, you'll never want to go a day without her."

      "Fuck that." I laughed.

      "It could happen," Gabe stated.

      "All of you have lost your minds."

      "Then, should we bet?" Paul asked.

      "Do you all think I'll fall in love next week?" I questioned, and they each shrugged. "All right. I'll take your fucking bet." I shook my head in disbelief, and then took a sip of my drink. Fucking assholes.

      "What will it be?" Brad wanted to know. "Money—"

      "I think he should babysit if we win," Vinny stated. "Tessa and I could use a night out."

      "Oh my God." I laughed. "You guys have really fucking lost your minds."

      "Well, not all of us have kids," Brad stated, motioning to himself and Galen.

      "Yeah," I agreed.

      "Then what would you want?" Paul inquired.

      "Let's just bet money," I argued.

      "Fine," Brad agreed. "How much?"

      I shrugged. "A grand?"

      "A grand for each of us?" Galen asked.

      "Yeah," I confirmed. "When I win, you each own me a thousand bucks."

      "And when we win, you owe each of us a thousand?" Gabe questioned.

      I thought for a moment. I wasn't going to lose, so I took the bet, even though I would get the short end if I failed. The guys didn't make the money they used to make—or like I made—as an escort. I could afford to give them each a thousand dollars, but I wasn't going to fall in love in a week. That would be crazy.

      "Yeah." We shook, and the bet was on.

      Fucking suckers.
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      Mark had set up drinks at Marché Bacchus, a French bistro with outdoor seating on Lake Jacqueline, as the first meeting with my Fiji client. It was perfect for getting to know each other, and for the type of date that it was, I needed to know everything about Ashleigh. For starters, I needed to know what she looked like. That was the only issue I had when it came to dates: new clients were always blind ones. They knew what I looked like, but it was always a surprise for me. It didn't matter in the end because it was my job, but when Ashleigh walked in, I was slightly taken aback.

      She had the most stunning smile I'd ever seen in my entire twenty-seven years, and it wasn't even directed at me. She was laughing at something the hostess must have said, but I still found it intoxicating.

      She was also tall, especially in her heels, had long, chocolate brown hair, and a voluptuous body that made my dick twitch. Even though I was an escort and loved all women, my type was supermodel-like. But as Ashleigh approached with the hostess, who was showing her to her seat, my body was telling me something different.

      I stood. "Ashleigh?"

      "Yes." She stuck out her hand.

      I chuckled and took it. "We're supposed to be dating, right?"

      She blinked. "Yeah?"

      Still holding her hand, I pulled her to me and wrapped my arms around her, feeling her ample breasts press into my chest. "Then handshakes are out of the picture." I wanted to kiss her, but I didn't. Instead, I took a step back and pulled out her chair.

      "Thank you."

      As I sat in my chair, I saw her pull out a small notebook. That was a first. "Note-taking?"

      "Yeah, I don't want to forget anything."

      "Do you do this with all of your boyfriends?"

      "Well, no, but this isn't like a normal relationship."

      I grabbed her hand. "We have to make it seem like it is."

      Pink tinted her cheeks.

      "Don't be nervous. Everything will be fine."

      "That's what my ex used to tell me. Of course, that was before he screwed my sister with me a few feet away, and now he’s marrying her."

      "Wait." I blinked and sat back. "The wedding we're going to is for your ex and your sister?"

      Ashleigh snorted. "Yep. Fucked up, huh?"

      "Yeah, it is." The waitress came over and took our drink order, and once she left, I asked, "So, this isn't really about you needing a date to a wedding, then?"

      She shrugged. "Well, I do need a date."

      "But you want them to think we're dating."

      "Yeah, and honestly, dating someone who is the complete opposite of my ex."

      "What do you mean?" I asked, assuming she meant he wasn't an escort. Women didn't hire me because they had me at home.

      "Well," she snorted, "he's a collared-shirt-under-a-sweater-wearing future doctor who sleeps high in his ivory tower every night."

      I smirked. "So, you mean I'm the bad boy your mother never wanted you to bring home?" I felt as though that was why many of my clients booked me. They assumed that because I was covered in tattoos, I was always up to no good. The reality was that I just loved tattoos and wanted meaningful ones on my body like angel wings on my left pec for my grandmother who had passed.

      "You're the bad boy my parents never expected me to bring home," she countered. "My twin sister, Everleigh, yes. Me, no."

      "Why's that?"

      Ashleigh sighed. "Because we may be twins, but she's the beauty queen—literally—and I'm the nerd."

      I chuckled and moved my gaze over her upper body. "Ashleigh, baby, you're anything but a nerd."

      Her cheeks tinted a deep shade of red as the waitress set our drinks down and left.

      "You don't need to be embarrassed by me looking you over. In fact, we need to be comfortable with each other."

      She took a sip of her vodka cranberry. "I know. I've just never done this before."

      My grin widened. "Lucky for you, I have."
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      Even though my original plan was to hire Nick because he screamed bad boy and would make Everleigh and Douglas jealous—I hoped—he actually seemed like a good guy. In a perfect world, I would have wanted to meet him and then date him for real. But I didn't live in a perfect world, and I had to hire a male escort so my family wouldn't know I was lonely and single. I hadn't had a serious boyfriend since Douglas, and when I went on dates, it never went beyond a few dinners. I just hadn't met many guys who I've clicked with in my twenty-five years.

      Or maybe it was the fact that I was scared of having my heart broken again.

      When I said goodbye to Nick, I thought about the entire date. He made me laugh, blush, and he made me feel giddy. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought it was a real date because he was attentive and asked all the right questions as though he wanted to get to know me. But I knew that he had to get to know me, and I had to remember it was all for show.

      We went over a backstory about how we met and started dating. It wasn't elaborate, and I hoped it was believable, but I wasn't sure, given how hard dating was. I'd only met guys on dating apps. The story we came up with was that Nick and I bumped into each other in the produce aisle at the grocery store.

      "Those are some nice melons," Nick had said, and the fake scenario made me giggle because thinking about this gorgeous man using a cheesy pickup line made me laugh. Even if he wasn't an escort, I didn't think he would need any pickup lines to get dates, but I liked the story. It reminded me of home because I'd heard of people meeting in the small market in town. Sadly, I had to keep telling myself that none of it was real. I was paying Nick to pretend to like me and be my fake boyfriend for a week. Once we returned home from Fiji, I'd never see him again.

      I would also be broke.

      As I was packing, I got a text from Adriane: So??? How was it?

      Me: Fine.

      Adriane: Fine? That's all I'm going to get?

      I chuckled and replied back: What do you want me to say? We established some details to get us through the week, and then we went our separate ways.

      Adriane: You didn't bang in your car?

      Me: What??? Why would we do that?

      Adriane: Because he's a gigolo and on the clock.

      I didn't really know how it worked, but yeah, I had assumed because of the stigma about escorts that at the end of the date the client got laid. But I honestly hadn’t been thinking about that, and Nick hadn't made any moves. He had been the perfect gentleman.

      Maybe he didn't find me attractive.

      Me: It wasn't like that.

      Adriane: And why not?

      I thought for a moment before texting back, not wanting to be a sourpuss: Because technically, the date isn't over.

      Adriane: Technically, I would think it meant you would get laid as much as you wanted since you are booking him for 7 days.

      My stomach dipped, thinking about sleeping with Nick for an entire week. He was a professional, and I wouldn't mind enjoying a little roll in the sheets with him, but I wasn't going to make the first move. I didn't know how dating an escort actually worked. Plus, he hadn't mentioned sex at all during our meeting and drinks. He’d walked me to my car, and the next time we would see each other would be at the airport.

      Me: Well, the 7 days are just beginning.

      And two of those days were travel days, but I didn't tell her that part.

      Adriane: When you get home, I expect a full report.

      I laughed.

      Me: Why? Are you thinking of hiring him to bang YOUR brains out?

      Adriane: Maybe :P

      Me: All right. I'll see what happens.
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      We didn't have a direct flight. Instead, we had a two-hour layover in Los Angeles before our almost eleven-hour flight to Fiji. We also wouldn't arrive until Wednesday morning and would lose a day, but the less time I had to spend pretending I was okay with my sister marrying my ex, the better.

      When I got to the airport, Nick was waiting inside at the check-in. My belly did that thing again where it felt as though it was going to drop out through my vagina. I smiled wide as I approached, and when he saw me, he slid his phone into his pocket and stood.

      "Snookums," he greeted with a grin.

      "Is that really what you're going to call me?"

      He pulled me in for a hug, and I could have sworn I would have melted to the floor if he hadn’t been holding me up. I needed to get a grip. I was paying him, and he was only showing me affection because he had to. The problem was that it felt good to have a man wrap his arms around me. His strong, toned body pressed into my soft one. Plus, I had been thinking about my text conversation with Adriane, and I was wondering if Nick and I were going to hook up. Since I was spending my entire savings on the trip, I should get rewarded, right?

      "I'm testing snookums out. Does it work?"

      We pulled apart. "Yeah, if you want to."

      "What did your ex call you?"

      We started to walk to get in line to check our bags. "I don't think he called me anything except Ashleigh or Ash."

      "The more I think about it, I don't think I can keep saying snookums."

      "Okay, that's fine." I couldn't really see him using that term of endearment either.

      "What do you want to call me?" he asked as we advanced in line.

      I shrugged. "I don't know. I haven't thought about it."

      "Well, we're in love, right?"

      I snorted. "Yeah, we're supposed to be."

      "Then what would you call your bad boy lover?"

      I chuckled again. "I don't know. Lover?"

      "Lover?"

      We moved again in line, and I lifted a shoulder before responding, "I don't think I've ever called anyone anything other than their name."

      He stared at me for a few moments, his blue eyes searching my dark brown ones. "Are you telling me that this guy has been your only boyfriend?"

      "No. I had another one my freshman year of college."

      "And you didn't call him anything?"

      "We didn't date that long."

      "What happened with that guy?"

      I sighed. "Well, it was more so I could—you know." I shrugged.

      He furrowed his brow. "Lose your virginity?"

      I looked around to see if anyone was listening as I felt my face heat. I couldn't believe we were having this conversation in line to check in our bags. I lowered my voice. "Yeah. He was cute, and we started talking at a party. We hooked up before summer break, and then I never talked to him again."

      "So, he really wasn't a boyfriend."

      "I guess not."

      "Are you also telling me that you've only fucked two guys?"

      I looked at the people in line around us again, my eyes wide. "No, I've been with others over the years, just nothing serious."

      It was our turn to check in, so we stepped up to the counter, showing our passports and checking in our bags before getting our boarding passes.

      "Come on, Sugar Tits. Let's grab a drink."

      "Oh my God." I started laughing. "Is that what you're going with?"

      "I'm not sure I can until I taste them." He winked.
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      I was really starting to like Ashleigh. Although she classified herself as a nerd, I would never have pegged her as one. She told me about her job and how she liked science stuff, but she didn't look like a nerd to me. In fact, I thought her smarts were sexy.

      She was sexy.

      It surprised me that she was single and had only had one boyfriend before. I’d only had two girlfriends in my day, but that was by choice. I didn’t want to have anything serious. What I gathered from Ashleigh was that she wanted something long-term—she wanted what my friends had.

      "So, tell me about your work," she said as we sat at a bar near our gate.

      I took a sip of my drink. "It's glorified dating."

      "Really?"

      "Yeah. Women hire me to go with them to important things."

      "Like weddings." She smiled.

      I grinned. "Yeah, like weddings, but also parties and stuff like that."

      "And you enjoy it?" Ashleigh took a sip of her cocktail.

      "I do."

      "Do you …" She looked away, staring at a baseball game playing on the TV.

      "Do I what?"

      She took a deep breath as though she were nervous. "Do you ever want to settle down?"

      I chuckled. If I had a dollar for every time I was asked that question … "Honestly, no. Why would I?"

      Ashleigh shrugged. "I think it would be nice to come home to someone every night after work and just have that love and connection you can only have with that one person."

      "My friends seem to love that life, but I just can't imagine it."

      "Are they married?"

      "Most of them are."

      "And you really don't want that?"

      "No." I shook my head and took a sip of my salty dog.

      "What about when you're older?"

      "Hopefully, I'll be doing this until I can't get it up."

      She snorted. "So, women want older escorts?"

      "Sure, why not? Even older women need to have a man on their arms."

      "True, but I hope that's not me. I want the whole thing: love, husband, kids."

      "And I just want to fuck and get paid for it."

      "Why am I not surprised?" Ashleigh laughed.

      I shrugged. "Because I'm a bad boy."

      "Are you?"

      "No." I shook my head, smiling. "My friends say I'm the prick of the group, and everyone else assumes because I'm covered in tats that I'm bad news, but I'm just like any other guy, except my job is to treat a woman to a good time."

      "Well, here's to having a good time." She lifted her glass, and so did I.

      We cheered, then finished our drinks before walking to our gate to board our first flight.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Fiji was the farthest I'd ever traveled.

      Being in an airplane for almost fifteen hours sucked. I tried to sleep, but it was hard, so I watched several movies. I did get to know Ashleigh better, which would help with my job. I told her about my friends who’d gotten out of the game, and all the shit they encountered with the women in their lives.

      "Wow, that's crazy," she'd said.

      "I know. And they wonder why I like to travel."

      "But some of the stuff with your friend Brad didn't happen in Vegas."

      "True, but I also don't have the same background as them."

      "Vinny didn't either."

      I'd chuckled. "And you were worried you wouldn't remember anything and needed to take notes when we first met."

      She'd snickered. "True. I find all of their stories fascinating, I guess. Maybe that's why I remember details."

      "Or because I just told you."

      "That too." She laughed.
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      "Ready, Honey Boo?"

      Ashleigh looked up at me as I stood to leave the plane. "Is that what you've settled on?"

      "Not sure yet. Testing it out."

      We debarked from the plane and made our way to the baggage claim. To play up my role, I grabbed her hand in case anyone was around. She didn't pull away, and honestly, I enjoyed having her on my arm. As I looked out the window, I realized the sun was just now starting to rise.

      "Are we staying on the main island?" I asked.

      "I think so. We're to take a taxi to the hotel."

      "Are we going to be able to check in this early?"

      She lifted a shoulder. "I'm not sure."

      "Are your parents and the bride and groom here?"

      "Yeah. My mom told me they were getting in yesterday."

      "Do you want me to meet them this morning?"

      We stopped to wait for our bags. "I'd rather we freshen up first."

      "What? You don't think I'm sexy when I haven't showered in over twenty-four hours?" I teased.

      She looked down at the floor as though she were embarrassed. "I'd think you were sexy even if we were stranded on this island without showers for five years."

      "So, you think I'm sexy?"

      "Um, duh."

      I slung my arm across her shoulders and brought her to me, kissing her temple. "We're getting somewhere, Doll."

      "Doll?"

      "Yeah?"

      "No." She shook her head and chuckled.

      "Peach?"

      "Eh."

      "Pumpkin?"

      "Does it need to be a food?" She wrinkled her nose.

      "Darling?"

      "Can't see you saying that." She snorted.

      "Kitten?"

      "Do I look like one?"

      I shook my head and whispered into her ear, "You look like a caramel sucker I want to lick and suck for hours."

      Her face flushed again. "Do you flirt like this with all of your clients?"

      "Only you, Cutie Patootie." Honestly, that was true. My dates knew where things would go, and before we traveled, we’d already had a date out on the town. I should have fucked Ashleigh the night we’d had drinks, but I didn’t, and it wasn't because I wasn't feeling it or didn't want to. I did. But I didn't think she wanted to, even though the way she was always blushing told me something different. Plus, having sex would be good for our relationship.

      "Yeah, I'm going to say no to cutie patootie too."

      "Baby, we'll get there."
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      When we got to the hotel, I expected it to be a tall building with hundreds of rooms, but instead, we were staying in our own villa, or what the Fijians called a bure. It wasn't on the water as I had seen in pictures, but it was like our own ocean view oasis—a bungalow if you will.

      We walked up our private deck, and Ashleigh unlocked the door. We stepped inside, and I was in heaven. The room had dark wood floors and wood paneling on the walls. The king-sized bed had white and brown bedding, and everything was simple but somehow elegant and tropical. There was a little sitting area by the TV too.

      "Damn, Honeybee. A man could get used to this."

      "I may never want to leave," she admitted as we both looked around.

      "Me either, but just one bed?" I smirked.

      She shrugged. "I figured since we're dating that we would only have one. I can sleep—"

      "I'm messing with you, and you're right. We are dating." Technically, we were. I was being paid to be with her, but all of it was dating.

      "Right. So, boyfriend, eat or nap first?" Ashleigh walked over to a table that had what looked like a welcome basket on it while I set our bags down.

      "Do they have room service? I could go for eating then a nap," I admitted. I was hungry, tired, and needed a shower.

      "I think so." She pulled a card from the basket and then groaned. "Well, it seems the happy couple is excited we're here."

      "Yeah?" I asked, grabbing the card.

      
        
        Ashleigh and guest,

        We’re excited you’re here to celebrate with us.

        Please enjoy this wine and fruit basket, and we’ll see you at the meet and greet.

        — The Future Mr. and Mrs. Douglas Alexander

      

      

      The note was very general, and I wouldn't have been surprised if every guest got the same thing. I set the note down and cupped her cheek. "Don't let this shit bother you. We're going to make everyone wish they were us."

      "I hope so. I really hope we can pull it off."

      "Well, for starters, you need to stop thinking of me as your fake boyfriend."

      "I'm not," she protested.

      "You are."

      She rolled her chocolate-colored eyes. "Well, you are."

      "No," I corrected. "I'm your boyfriend, even if it's only while we're here. I'm your man, and you need to start thinking that."

      "Even in private?"

      "Especially in private." If she were open while we were in private, then she would be normal when we were in front of people. Our relationship needed not to feel or look forced. I thought we were on the same page given how our time had been going since we met up at the airport, but now she was starting to become nervous. I didn't blame her, given the circumstances.

      "Okay. You're right."

      Leaning forward, I brought my lips to hers. I needed to know what it was like to taste her as well as have her relax and get our first kiss over with. And I went for it all, slipping my tongue inside her mouth, and devouring her as though I was starving. She moaned, and I stepped forward, pressing my body against hers as she backed up against the chair. I wanted her to feel what she did to me.

      And then the phone rang.
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      "Hello?"

      "Sister, sister!"

      I took a deep breath as I closed my eyes. "Hi."

      "The front desk told us that you'd finally checked in."

      "Yes, we just got here."

      "Doug and I are going to breakfast with Mom and Dad in an hour. You and your guest should come."

      I looked over at Nick, and he arched a brow. I swore I could still feel his lips on mine, and if my sister hadn't interrupted our kiss, I was certain he and I would be naked. Knowing what he did for a living, and the fact that I was a client, I was going to get all of him. "My boyfriend and I need to freshen up first."

      "That's fine," Everleigh replied. "It's a buffet breakfast."

      "Okay. We'll meet you there."

      "Can't wait." We hung up.

      I never would have thought she would have the guts to call me. We hadn't spoken in over four years, and now she was acting as though nothing had happened. I sighed and faced Nick.

      "Looks like we're eating, then taking a nap."
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      We both took quick showers. I was trying not to think about seeing Douglas and Everleigh in a few minutes. The entire time I was in the shower, I kept telling myself that I could do it. I could walk into a room with a huge smile on my face and act happy for the couple. It wasn't even because I still had feelings for Douglas. I didn't. I hadn't felt anything for him in years, but to this day, neither one of them had apologized to me, and I felt as though I needed it.

      Fuck that.

      I wanted it.

      "Ready?" I asked as I slipped on my strappy sandals.

      "Are you?"

      I took a deep breath. "I have to be, right?"

      "Are you good with PDA?"

      I'd never had any public display of affection besides holding hands, so I wasn't really sure if I was okay with it. I did know that I wanted this sexy man to be all over me, and if it was in front of my family, I wasn't going to push him away. "Yeah. We're in love, right?"

      "Yeah, we are, Buttercup." Nick pulled me into his arms and placed a soft kiss on my lips. It felt nice and wasn't like the one before. He definitely knew what he was doing, so I was going to go with whatever he wanted to do.

      "Buttercup … I'm liking that one the best so far."

      He grabbed my hand, and we started for the door. "Not sure if that's the one or not."

      "At this point, I'll respond to anything."

      "Good to know, but it needs to be perfect."

      "Why's that?" I questioned.

      "Because you are."

      Jesus, this guy. My face was on fire again as we headed toward the restaurant.

      "I love it when you blush, baby, but you're gonna need to check that shit quick."

      "I can't help it."

      "And that's why I'm going to be all over you. So, get ready."

      "I'm ready." I smiled.

      He spun me so I was walking backward, kissing me at the same time. Even if it was for show, I was enjoying it. It was also keeping my mind off of what was going to happen in mere seconds.

      "Thank you," I said as we pulled apart, still holding hands. I turned and started walking normally.

      "For what?"

      "The distraction."

      "Honestly, I just wanted to kiss you," he admitted.

      "Yeah?"

      "I want to kiss you all the time."

      "I wouldn't be opposed to that." I grinned.

      "Good to know." He winked and opened the door to the building.

      I took a deep breath and stepped inside. This was it. Nick and I were both going to be acting, and I hoped we could pull it off.

      We made it to the restaurant, and instantly, I heard my sister calling my name. I looked over at the table where she was sitting with my parents, and Douglas and his parents, and gave a tight smile.

      "You are a twin," Nick stated as though he thought I was lying before.

      I snorted. "Yep. Just not identical."

      Still holding hands, we walked to the table. Everleigh stood and rushed to me, wrapping her arms around my neck and breaking my grasp on Nick. "I've missed you so much!" she admitted.

      "I've missed you too." It was the truth. I missed what we had. Even though we were different, we were still sisters and had been close most of our lives.

      We broke apart, and my mother and father each hugged me before I said, "Mom, Dad, this is my boyfriend, Nick."

      They shook hands as Nick said to my parents, "Nice to meet you. You raised a great woman."

      "Agreed," Dad said. He was dressed in golf clothes, and I wondered if it was to impress Douglas and his parents.

      "And this is my sister, Everleigh."

      "Ah, the infamous sister."

      Everleigh snorted softly at the jab, and then quickly recovered as she turned and grabbed Douglas's hand. "And you remember Doug?" she asked me. She fucking asked me!

      "Yes, thank you for inviting me to your wedding." I plastered on a fake smile as I gave a mini-wave. I was not hugging him. "And this is Nick."

      Douglas and Nick shook hands. "Thank you," Nick said.

      Douglas blinked. "For?"

      Nick brought me against his side. "For making it possible for me to be this lucky."

      Douglas chuckled. "Yeah, sure thing, man."

      "It's Nick."

      Douglas blinked again. "What?"

      "My name. It's Nick, not man."

      Douglas's father cleared his throat and stuck out his hand, intervening in the pissing contest. "Samuel Alexander, and this is my wife, Martha."

      The men shook hands while Martha reached out her arms for me to step into them. "It's good to see you again, dear."

      "You too, Mrs. Alexander."

      "All right. Now that we're all acquainted, let's eat," Everleigh said.

      "Yes, let's. We’ve worked up quite the appetite since arriving." Nick winked at me, and my face turned hot.

      Again.
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      When Ashleigh told me I was the opposite of her ex, she wasn't kidding. It wasn't because I was covered in tats either. Douglas was a country club snob who needed to get his face punched in. I would never do that, though. Fighting wasn't my thing. I was going into this date knowing I had to make Ashleigh look good, and I was going to show her endless affection. It didn't hurt that I wanted to do it either. I wanted to do it all with her, even if it was just for a week.

      "What do you do for work, Nick?" Dougie asked.

      I knew the question was coming. It always did at family functions or some sort of party where I was playing a boyfriend, and I had a lie ready and waiting. To be fair, most of the guys in the game said the same thing. "I'm in customer relations for various hotels on The Strip."

      "Customer relations?" he questioned. "What does that entail?"

      I took a bite of my bacon. "Whatever the VIPs need, I do."

      "Like a butler?" He chuckled and looked at his snooty father as though he thought he was being clever. If he only knew that I did do whatever my clients wanted in various hotels on The Strip.

      "More like a personal assistant."

      He arched a brow. "And you make a living doing that?"

      "I'm very well off, but thank you for your concern."

      Ashleigh leaned over and whispered, "Sorry," into my ear. I squeezed her knee under the table to tell her that I was okay. I wasn't scared of these men and their questions. I could handle myself.

      "The cost of living in Vegas is significantly less than Manhattan," Mr. Alexander stated with a smirk as though everyone in Vegas was rich given the lower cost of living.

      "That may be, but I paid cash for my three-bedroom house and my Land Rover." I wasn't one to flaunt what I had, but one look at me, and people assumed I was a lowlife.

      "Really?" Dougie asked.

      "Like I said, I'm very well off."

      "How long have you two been dating?" Everleigh asked, butting in to change the subject.

      I draped my arm across the back of Ashleigh's chair as she answered, "It's been about eight months now."

      "Really?" her mom asked. "I had no idea."

      When Ashleigh and I came up with our story, we settled on dating for eight months. I thought she knew what she was doing by using that timeframe, but now I wasn't so sure since her own mother was confused.

      "When we talk, the conversation always seems to be about Everleigh," Ashleigh responded, and I swore that my heart hurt for her.

      "That's not true," her mother argued.

      "Did you know that I got a promotion at work three months ago?"

      Her mom started to open her mouth and then closed it before shaking her head.

      "Exactly, but I can tell you everything about Everleigh's wedding, and it's not even my own."

      I kissed the side of Ashleigh's head, wanting her to know that no matter what, she had me on her side.

      "I need another cup of coffee." She stood and started toward the coffee station. I didn't hesitate to follow her.

      Grabbing her wrist, I stopped her. "Hey, it's okay."

      "They just frustrate me so much, and Douglas and his father are trying to act like you're beneath them," she groaned. "They piss me off."

      I brought her in for a hug. "It's okay, baby."

      "It's not okay. I can't even imagine how I’d deal with all this if I had come alone."

      "But you didn't. I'm here, and honestly, fuck them." I stepped back and waved my hand in the direction of the table. "We're in fucking paradise, and we can do whatever the fuck we want."

      "What I want is to get some sleep. I'm so tired."

      "Then let's go get some sleep."

      "If we leave, they'll think we're leaving because I'm upset."

      "Do you care?"

      "I …" She hesitated.

      I grabbed her cheeks, so she'd look into my eyes. "We've made our appearance, and I know we have more things to do on the agenda, but we don't need to talk to them anymore if you don't want to. Let them think you're mad. We know the truth, and tonight when we're at the meet and greet, let's drink all the free liquor and have a good time."

      Ashleigh thought for a moment. "You're right."

      "Great. Now, let's go tell them that we'll see them later."

      "Okay." We walked back to the table, hand in hand. "We're going to go to our room. We both didn't sleep on the flight here, but we'll see you all later at the meet and greet."

      I grinned and looked directly at Dougie as I said, "We were doing other things," then winked.

      We didn't wait for anyone to say goodbye or ask us to do anything else with them. Instead, we left, still holding hands.

      "Your parents don't talk much, huh?" I asked as we got closer to our room.

      "Not in front of Douglas and his parents, I guess." She shrugged.

      "Why's that?"

      "I think they think they'll embarrass themselves or something."

      "Because they don't have designer clothes and shit?" I arched my brow.

      "Or an education. I was the only one to go to college, and Douglas is in med school, and his dad is a lawyer."

      "I didn't go to college, and I'd say I'm pretty smart. Maybe not book smart, but I can hold my own."

      "I agree, but I meant that my parents probably think differently. Since they met Douglas, they've done nothing but try to be people they aren't. They don't dress like they are going golfing like my father is dressed right now. He's a mechanic who always has dirty hands."

      "I bet Mr. Alexander doesn't even know what a timing belt is." We walked up the steps to our room.

      Ashleigh snorted. "Probably not."

      We changed into clothing that was more comfortable—her in a tank top and tiny shorts, and me in basketball shorts only—and slipped into the king-sized bed. It didn't take us long before we were both passed out.

      I was a good boy and kept my hands to myself until I woke up from our nap. I went to the bathroom, and on my way back to the bed, stopped at my bag and grabbed a condom. The chemistry was there between us, and a good fucking would, with any luck, put Ashleigh more at ease. I wasn't planning on keeping my hands off of her at all over the next few days, and once we broke the sex ice, our passion would get showcased in front of everyone.

      Hopefully.

      Slipping into the bed, I wrapped my arm around Ashleigh's waist and brought her against my body. Her plush ass was warm and inviting as my dick started to harden against the feel of her. She moaned when my hand slid under her tank top and across her smooth skin, working up toward her ample breasts.

      "Are you ready to relax more, baby?"

      "God, yes."

      I pulled her tank up and removed it, feeling her soft skin on mine as she tilted her head back, and I took her lips. Everything about Ashleigh was silky and smooth, and I wanted to devour every inch of her.

      Our tongues worked together as I caressed her tits, making each nipple hard. Her ass started to move, rubbing against my dick, and I knew I needed to be inside of her and fast.

      "I'm gonna fuck you, okay?"

      "Yes," she breathed.

      Not moving from my spooning position, I kissed her again. She started to turn onto her back, but I slipped my hand inside of her shorts, going for her clit to stop her from turning. She was dripping, which only caused my balls to ache more. I couldn't wait to feel her pussy wrapped around my shaft as I drove into her—I had been thinking about it since the evening we met.

      "You're ready for me?" I smirked.

      She grinned back. "Been ready."

      "Good to know." I winked.

      While I put the condom on, Ashleigh took off her shorts and laid on her side again. I came up behind her once more, kissing and rubbing her breasts again. I was starving for her, my whole body wanting a piece of her as my hands worked her plentiful globes, and my entire body rubbed against her backside. She moved her ass on my dick again, making me hiss as her hot skin caressed me.

      "Fuck, baby."

      "Please?" she begged.

      I grinned. She didn't need to beg, but it made me feel good to know that she wanted me. That she was aching for me like I was throbbing for her. I reached around for her clit again, rubbing in sync with her ass that was still moving against my shaft. Lifting her top leg just enough, I slid inside of her, both of us groaning with pleasure. She was tight and hot and fucking perfect as I sank to the hilt.

      We began to move, my bottom arm around her chest, and bringing her back flush with my chest so I could hold on and fuck her hard. I drove into her over and over as her tits bounced and her moans increased. The air conditioning kicked on, and the cool breeze felt like the paradise we were in as it blew across our damp skin.

      "You feel so fucking good," I praised.

      "You too," she replied. "Don't stop."

      "Oh, baby, I wasn't planning on it."

      And I didn't as I picked up my speed, causing the bed to hit the wall in the process. I knew that if the bed wasn't moving, I wasn't doing it hard enough, and we both needed this. I wanted her not to be able to walk properly and have Dougie know that it was me who made it possible. That he chose the wrong sister. Everleigh might be skinnier than Ashleigh, but there was no way she would be able to handle the pounding Ashleigh was taking from me.

      Lifting Ashleigh's top leg, I spread her wider, going as deep as I could go with each drive. She turned slightly, and I took her mouth again. We were in a frenzy as we licked and bit each other lightly, and she held onto the back of my neck as though she actually needed the anchor. I was close, so I reached between us and started to rub her clit as I took long, slow thrusts, going as deep as I could with each one.

      I’d never been as lost in the moment as I was with Ashleigh. The heated passion between us was consuming me, and I never wanted it to end. Thankfully, it wouldn't be the only time I would be balls deep inside of her. I wasn't sure if a week would be long enough for me to get my fill of her, but I was going to take every opportunity I could.

      "I'm going to come," she stated, and I took that as my cue to begin pumping in and out of her rapidly again. I wanted to be buried inside of her as her body clenched and squeezed my dick, trying to milk it.

      "That's it," I coaxed.

      Ashleigh gripped the sheets, holding on as I plowed into her. Her pussy tightened, and she came, moaning and convulsing as I continued to rock into her. It didn't take me long before I followed her over the edge, and then we both laid there catching our breaths before taking our second showers of the day.

      This time together.
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      My mood had done a one-eighty, and it was because of my fake boyfriend.

      Good Lord, that man could fuck.

      It was exactly what I’d needed to forget about all the bullshit going on around me. Who cared if my sister was marrying my ex? Who cared if no one except me thought that it was ridiculous? And who cared if my parents were acting like people they weren't? The only thing that mattered was that I'd gotten my brains banged out of my head.

      Or at least the headboard was banging.

      "Ready?" Nick asked, coming up behind me and kissing the back of my neck. A delicious chill raced down my spine.

      "Not if you keep doing that." I grinned through the reflection of the bathroom mirror.

      "I can't help it."

      My face flushed.

      "Aw, I thought we were past that part of our relationship."

      I snorted. "I'm not blushing because I'm embarrassed by your words."

      "Then, why are you?"

      I turned and wrapped my arms around his neck. "Because your words are turning me on."

      "You want more?" He placed his hands on my hips and pulled our pelvises together with a grin.

      "Um, yeah." I chuckled.

      "You want to skip this shit then?"

      I took a deep breath. "I do, but we can't."

      "You know what we can do?"

      "What's that?"

      "Take off your panties, and you'll find out."

      My eyes widened. "You can't be serious."

      "Oh, I'm dead serious, baby."

      "But my parents—"

      "Do you trust me?"

      "Yes, but—"

      "No buts except"—he grabbed each of my butt cheeks in his large hands—"this fine ass."

      "Do you make all of your clients take their panties off?"

      He smirked. "Actually, no. That usually comes at the end of the date."

      In the back of my mind, I knew this was his job, and I had hired him, but he had a way of making it seem as though he actually cared about me and wasn't doing it because it was his profession. I would never ask him if he was showing me affection and flirting with me because he liked me or if it was because he had to.

      Nick made me want to be sexually adventurous, so I decided to humor him because I would never get this opportunity again.

      I took a step back. While staring up into his blue eyes, I reached down and removed my panties. "Do you want to keep them in your pocket or something?"

      Nick snickered. "No, baby. Just leave them here."

      I set them on the counter. "Okay then. I'm ready."
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      The meet and greet was being held at the bar by the pool. I'd never heard of a meet and greet for a wedding, but I went with it. Plus, the Alexanders were footing the bill.

      "I hope there's food," I stated as we got closer.

      "Worked up an appetite, did you?"

      "Maybe." I grinned.

      "Thank God we have that fruit basket because you're going to stay hungry all week."

      People usually gained weight on vacation, but by the way he was talking, and the way Nick fucked, I was going to lose at least ten pounds. And I wasn't complaining one bit. Instead, I chuckled as I spotted my parents with Everleigh and Douglas. My folks were standing next to the two lovebirds as though they were some sort of entourage. I shouldn't have been surprised. My parents always favored Everleigh because of the limelight her pageants brought to our family. It was more so my mother who was affected by it, but my father would beam when he would talk about his beauty queen daughter.

      "Let's grab a drink first." I made a beeline for the bar. I needed alcohol. I needed all the alcohol.

      Nick's hand caressed my back as I leaned on the wood top. "Relax."

      "I thought I was fine, but seeing them still gets under my skin." I also was no longer hungry.

      He pressed into my side and lowered his voice as we waited to get the attention of the bartender. "Don't worry yourself with something you can't change. Do you really wish it was you marrying that guy?"

      I looked over at the table across the pool and then back at Nick. "No, I think it's the principle of it all."

      "I totally get that, and I can't even imagine being in your shoes, but you brought me here to be your boyfriend, and I want to be your boyfriend. I want them to know we fuck every night, and you're happy."

      "But I'm not happy."

      "Because of them?"

      "No." I shook my head. "Because dating is hard. I told you that I want to find that one person to come home to each night."

      "What if I help you find someone?"

      "You mean find a real boyfriend?"

      "Yeah." Nick shrugged. "I know people."

      "You'd do that for me?"

      He brushed his thumb across my cheek. "I like you, baby. You're a cool chick, and I personally want to see you happy. I hate that these fuckers have been assholes to you, and I wish I could give them all a piece of my mind."

      "I wish I could give them a piece of my mind."

      "You can wait for Thanksgiving. Isn't that when all families fight?" He grinned.

      I grunted a laugh. "That would entail me going home for Thanksgiving and being in the same room as my sister."

      "I would love to be there to witness it." He kissed my cheek, and I smiled. I really liked Nick, and it felt good to have his support. It felt genuine.

      The bartender finally made his way over to us. I ordered a double vodka cranberry, and Nick ordered a salty dog. Once my drink was in front of me, I didn't waste a second to suck most of the tart liquid down. I ordered another one right away.

      "Incoming," Nick stated under his breath and took a sip of his drink.

      I looked back to see the happy couple walking toward us. "Great," I muttered. I took a deep breath and put a smile on my face as I turned to face them.

      Nick didn't budge from my side, the heat of his body felt like a security blanket.

      "Sister, sister," Everleigh greeted, wrapping her arms around my neck just like she had that morning at breakfast. Nick didn't move a step.

      "Evie," I greeted back.

      "Are you two well-rested?" she asked, stepping back and looking between Nick and me.

      Nick swung his arm across my shoulders, bringing me even closer to him as he replied, "Yes, we had a nice nap. Thank you."

      "Great." She beamed. "Tomorrow we're going on a day cruise to a sand island where we'll have lunch and snorkel. We've already saved you two a spot, but I wanted officially to invite y'all to join us."

      Nick nodded his approval with a slight shrug, and I responded, "Sure, that sounds like fun."

      "And the expense is covered," Douglas chimed in.

      "Thanks, man," Nick said sarcastically. "This entire trip is costing a fortune. I just don't know if I could afford to do one more thing."

      "In that case, let me pay for the room," Douglas replied.

      I blinked.

      "That would be fan-fucking-tastic," Nick boomed. "I'm saving all of my money for …" He paused and squeezed me. "Well, I can't say, but thank you. That's appreciated."

      The men stuck out their hands and shook as though to seal the deal on Douglas paying for the room. I was so confused.

      Everleigh hugged me again. "We better go make our rounds greeting everyone. We'll see you tomorrow morning in the lobby at eight."

      "We'll be there," I responded. When the couple was out of earshot, I asked, "What was that all about?"

      "Helping you out, baby. Now you'll have extra money to hire me again." He smirked.

      I chuckled and then downed my second drink, already feeling better.

      "Want to dance?" Nick asked.

      I looked at the area in front of the band playing. "No one is dancing."

      "Doesn't mean we can't."

      "I need another drink first," I stated. I usually didn't drink that much. If it were only Nick and me, I would be fine, but it wasn’t, so we ordered another round and then grabbed a table. I spotted some of Douglas's friends, who I knew from college, but none of them came to speak to me. My parents, however, did.

      "Having a good time?" Mom asked as they walked up.

      "We are," I replied.

      "I'm sorry I didn't realize you were dating anyone. I feel horrible," she stated.

      I grunted a sarcastic laugh under my breath. "Yeah, well, the last year has been non-stop talk about this wedding."

      "Your sister getting married is a big deal."

      I wasn't sure if it was the alcohol flowing through my veins or if I just didn't give a fuck any longer because I snapped, "To my ex-boyfriend. The same one I was dating when they fucked for the first time."

      "Ashleigh," Dad scolded.

      Nick slid off his stool and stood next to me, my security blanket coming to the rescue.

      "Why are you scolding me, Dad? That's the truth."

      "Because it's not the time or place," he stated.

      "And when was the time or place? I haven't talked to Everleigh since that night, and everyone is pretending like it didn't happen."

      "They are just better for each other," Mom indicated.

      "I'm curious why you think that." I crossed my arms over my chest.

      My parents shared a look, and then Mom said, "They have more in common."

      "Really? Did Everleigh go to Columbia? Does she have a college degree?"

      "No, but they both like to golf," Dad chimed in.

      "Everleigh never golfed before she met him. How do you know she isn't doing it to fit in?" I countered.

      "Look, I'm sorry about this. We didn't come over here to argue with you," Mom admitted.

      "So, why did you?"

      "We wanted to see how you were doing and get to know Nate," she responded.

      "It's Nick," I corrected.

      "Sorry," she muttered.

      "What would you like to know?" Nick questioned.

      "Anything," Dad replied.

      Nick kissed me on the cheek. "How about we go get the ladies another round, and I'll tell you how I helped my grandfather rebuild the engine for his '64 Pontiac GTO."

      "You know how to work on cars?" Dad questioned.

      "I'm not just a pretty face, Mr. James." Nick winked at me.

      Dad and Nick started to walk toward the bar, and I heard Dad say, "Call me Earl."

      "Nick really does seem like a great guy." Mom sat across from me at the table.

      "He is."

      "Are you happy?"

      I looked over at Nick, who was deep in conversation with my father. I had no idea he knew about cars. In a perfect world, Nick could be the one for me. He obviously knew how to protect me, he knew how to win my father over, and he knew how to pleasure me. However, we didn't live in a perfect world, and once the trip was over, I would have to tell everyone that we broke up. For now, though, I would lie to my mother.

      "Really happy."
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      I wanted to stick up for Ashleigh so badly, but it wasn't my fight because she wasn't mine. At the end of the day, I was just her date and had no place butting in, so instead, I diffused the situation the best way I could by pulling her father away. I really did know about cars and had helped my grandfather rebuild his GTO. And Earl was impressed, to say the least.

      "If I had a son, he and I would work in the garage every weekend," Earl indicated.

      "But you have two daughters," I stated as though he didn't know that.

      "I do, and they're my world."

      "Even Ashleigh?" I asked before I realized what I'd asked.

      "What do you mean?"

      I flagged down the bartender, and we placed our order. "Well, you didn't know we were dating for starters." I didn't care that I was lying to the man. I was trying to make a point.

      "Her mother is the one who talks to her about her love life."

      "Apparently not," I corrected.

      "Yeah, apparently not," he agreed. The bartender placed our drinks in front of us, and Earl took a swig of his beer. "Honestly, I was never close with my girls."

      "Why not?"

      He shrugged. "I never knew what to do with them."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Everleigh was always doing her hair and makeup, and then she started doing pageants."

      "Couldn't you have done science experiments with Ashleigh?"

      Earl chuckled. "That girl is smarter than me and her Momma combined. If she wasn't a twin, I would think she wasn't ours."

      "But she is yours."

      He stared at me for a moment as though it finally hit him that Ashleigh was his daughter. "I know, and now she lives in Vegas, and we only see her once a year."

      "Maybe if you treated her like you treat Everleigh, then you'd see her more."

      "I don't treat them differently."

      "With all due respect, Earl, you fuckin' do. You let the one who had her heart broken watch you and Dixie praise a relationship that devastated her."

      "I didn't think it was that serious between Ashleigh and Douglas."

      "Except she brought him home for Christmas that year." I took a sip of my grapefruit and vodka drink.

      "It wasn't my place."

      "That may be, but looking from an outsider's perspective, it appears you love Everleigh more and only care about her happiness."

      "I love them both the same."

      "Ashleigh doesn't think that."

      He stared at the table Ashleigh and her mother were sitting at. "How do I fix this?"

      "I'd start by telling her that you love her."

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I left while Ashleigh had a heart to heart with her parents. She needed it. Even if Everleigh never apologized to Ashleigh, I felt as though Ash would feel better once she got everything off her chest about how they'd done her wrong when it came to the shit that had gone down.

      Plus, I had to piss.

      As I was walking back from the bathrooms, the bride-to-be turned the corner and ran right into me.

      "Sorry." I steadied her. "Are you okay?"

      She blinked. When her eyes focused, and she realized it was me, she ran her finger down my chest and slurred, "I am now."

      Aw, shit.

      "Where's Dougie?" I asked.

      "I don't know." She waved her hand in the direction of where she came from. "Over there somewhere."

      "Do you need me to walk you back to him?"

      "Walk me back to him?" She laughed. "He won't even realize I'm gone."

      "Sure, he will. This is your party."

      "I've already done my job for the night. I want to dance!" She started to tug on my hand, but I dug my heels in and stopped her.

      "Sorry, but I need to get back to Ash."

      Everleigh grunted. "Why would you want to do that? She's sooooo boring."

      I never once thought Ashleigh was boring, even when she told me about her job and how her idol was Bill Nye and shit. She fascinated me. I found her to be extremely smart, and that shit was a turn on. Plus, her body was thick and golden like honey and spoke to my dick. She was also not wearing any panties, and as soon as she was done talking to her folks, I was going to get her to relax again.

      "I don't think so," I replied.

      "Why do you think Doug wanted me?"

      Oh fuck. Did I want to know this information? I wasn't sure because I didn't want to hurt Ashleigh more than she already was with everything going on, and if Everleigh told me, I would feel as though I had to tell Ashleigh.

      "I'll tell you why," Everleigh continued, and took a step closer before whispering into my ear, "because I'm a freak in the sheets and a lady in the streets."

      "And how do you know your sister isn't?"

      "Puh-lease." She rolled her eyes. "Doug told me they only fucked missionary. That first night, I rode him hard." She ran her finger down my chest again. "I can do the same to you right now."

      I caught her wrist and stepped forward, whispering into her ear, "I wouldn't fuck you even if you were the last woman on earth. I'm with your sister, who is a helluva lot sexier than you." I dropped her wrist. "Plus, I would fuckin break you. I like my women strong."

      I walked away and went back to the table. Ashleigh and her parents seemed to be in good spirits.

      "Want to dance?" I asked and nudged my head toward the dance floor where people were finally dancing.

      "Or we can go back to the room and order room service?" she suggested.

      That actually sounded like a better plan. "Yeah, let's do that."

      She slid off her stool. "We'll see you guys in the morning. We haven't eaten since breakfast."

      "Sure thing, honey," her mother replied.

      I shook her father's hand. "Have a good night, Earl."

      "You too, son."

      Placing my hand on the small of Ashleigh's back, I guided her away from the table, then leaning in, I whispered, "You better keep your panties off while we eat, baby. I'm going to want dessert right after."
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      "Oh God," I moaned, my hands above me as I braced myself against the headboard. Nick was between my legs, feasting.

      The night before, we’d ordered burgers from room service, and true to his word, Nick had had me for dessert. And he was having me for breakfast before we had to get up to meet in the lobby for our excursion.

      Nick never came up for breath until I was squeezing his head between my thighs. Then he slipped on a condom, flipped me over, and sank into me from behind.

      "Fuck, baby," he groaned, pounding into me, his balls slapping against my pussy.

      I moaned, not able to utter a word as I enjoyed the ride. The man could really fuck and eat pussy. With each thrust of his hips, he was hitting the spot. The spot that sent electricity racing through my entire body over and over and over with each drive. I was definitely getting my money’s worth.

      He pulled me up almost as though I was sitting in his lap backward and held me still while he pistoned rapidly into me. Before I knew it, I was coming again, my body shaking as Nick held me against his chest.

      "I'm so deep," he groaned, not stopping his movements.

      My body quaked, the aftershocks of pleasure pulsing inside of me. Or I was on the verge of coming again. I wasn't sure other than he was still hitting the spot.

      "You gonna come again for me?"

      "I don't …" I couldn't finish as I held the headboard and enjoyed the ride.

      "Yeah, you are," Nick replied for me. He pinched my nipples, causing me to cry out and my orgasm to build again. "Come on, baby. You can do it."

      With our bodies slick despite the blowing air conditioning, I did come again. I came hard, shaking and writhing and convulsing with my orgasm. Nick stopped moving, groaning as he came too. He kissed my back as we stayed conjoined, catching our breaths.

      My gaze moved to the clock. "We're going to be late."

      "Thank God for the fruit basket."

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Walking hand in hand, Nick and I made it to the lobby where we were meeting everyone. My parents came over to us with huge smiles on their faces, and I finally felt as though they understood how they’d treated me compared to Everleigh. I had been honest with my mother the previous night—maybe that was how I should have been my entire life. I was just happy things seemed to be changing.

      Everleigh looked like shit and was not her chipper self as she stood next to Douglas and his parents. "What's wrong with Evie?" I asked my parents.

      "She's hungover," Mom replied.

      Nick grunted beside me, and I furrowed my brow. "What?"

      "I ran into her on the way back from the bathroom last night, and yeah, she was wasted."

      "Well, her soon-to-be father-in-law was footing the bill. I don't blame her," I stated as Everleigh started to walk toward us. I didn't let the opportunity pass to tell my perfect beauty queen sister how she looked. "You look like death."

      "Gee, thanks."

      I shrugged. "I heard you drank too much last night."

      "I don't remember." She rubbed her forehead.

      "The sun and the ocean breeze will be good for you." Mom rubbed Everleigh's back.

      "Let's hope so because you're getting married tomorrow." I was a little shocked by my statement, but at that moment, I was happy for her. I smiled, and my gaze connected with Nick’s. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed my temple as though he understood how I was feeling.

      A few seconds later, Douglas joined us. I noticed that Everleigh looked away from his gaze. "Everyone ready?"

      We all nodded and then followed him to a van outside. My parents hung back with Nick and me instead of acting as Douglas's entourage. It gave me hope that our conversation really had helped.

      "Are you doing okay?" Nick asked as we sat in the back of the van.

      I nodded and grinned. "I'm great."

      "Good." He squeezed my knee and lowered his voice. "I know how to wake you each morning now."

      I snorted a laugh. "I'm not complaining."

      "Good to know." He kissed the side of my head and brought me closer against his side.

      The van took us to a port, where we boarded a decent-sized boat. Nick and I hadn't had time for breakfast—because of other things—so I pulled two bananas out of my beach bag and handed him one.

      "Thanks for the fruit basket in our room," he said, and I looked up to see that he was talking to Douglas as he peeled open his fruit. "Time got away from us this morning."

      My face flamed. Not because he was telling Douglas the private information but because my parents were sitting next to us.

      "Sure, man," Douglas replied.

      Everleigh came and sat next to us. "So, we're going to be cruising around and then stopping at a sand island where we'll get to snorkel and have lunch."

      "Sounds like fun." I smiled.

      "Also, I hope you're not mad that I didn't ask you to be in the wedding."

      I blinked.

      She continued, "We honestly didn't think you would want to be."

      I felt everyone's gaze on me, waiting for my reply. I knew sisters usually made the other sister their maid of honor or at least a bridesmaid, but Everleigh and I hadn’t been speaking to each other, so I answered truthfully. "You're right."

      "Maybe you two need to go have a little talk?" Mom suggested.

      "Where? We're on a boat," I questioned.

      "Maybe below," Dad proposed.

      "Yeah, there should be another level. I think there’s a bar down there," Everleigh stated.

      "Okay." I sighed and stood. I knew we needed to talk, and if we were going to spend the day together, it was better to get the conversation over with sooner rather than later. "We'll be back."

      There was a set of stairs near the side of the boat where we got on, and we took them down. It was quiet and vacant except for a bartender at the bar as everyone else had remained up top. There was a bar like Everleigh had said there was.

      "Should we get a drink first?" I asked.

      She groaned. "I can't even look over there or I’ll puke. I just suggested the bar to have alone time."

      The night before, I’d had four drinks—one a double—and I didn't get drunk, but I felt good. Either the drinks weren't that strong, or I held my liquor better given my size. "I think I'll need one for this conversation."

      "I understand." Everleigh smiled tightly.

      "Actually, I'll wait and see how this conversation goes." Even though I did want a drink, I thought better of it since it wasn't even ten in the morning yet.

      "Okay." We stepped to the side as the boat pulled away from the dock. "I really hate how it all turned out."

      I snorted. "Come on, Evie. You had to have known that night that things wouldn't be good between us."

      "I was drunk."

      "That doesn't make it right."

      "I know." She blew out a breath. "But we started flirting, and then things got out of hand."

      "And now you're marrying him." I crossed my arms over my chest.

      "I know." She looked out at the water.

      "I mean, not only are you my sister, but neither one of you has apologized to me."

      "I've thought about it every day."

      "Then why didn't you?"

      Her brown eyes met mine. "I thought it was too late."

      "It's never too late to apologize." I rolled my eyes.

      "I know, but since moving to New York, life has just been different."

      "So different that you couldn't pick up the phone and call me?" I challenged.

      "It's not that easy."

      I furrowed my brow. "Of course, it is."

      "There are things you don't know."

      I drew my head back slightly. "What does that mean?"

      Before she could answer, we heard footsteps coming down the stairs. I looked over to see Douglas. "There you are," he said. "I thought you fell overboard or something."

      I expected her to tell him to give us some more time to talk, but she didn't. Instead, she grabbed my hand and said, "I really am sorry, and I hope that one day you'll forgive me." I wasn't able to respond because she walked away with Douglas.

      She just walked away.

      What. The. Fuck?

      I decided I needed a drink after all, so I ordered bloody marys for Nick and me. It was like breakfast in a glass as far as I was concerned. Plus, I was on vacation, and it was apparent that the Alexanders were footing the bill for the bar again because I didn't have to pay for the drinks.

      I took the drinks upstairs, and Nick's face beamed when he saw me. I held his glass out to him. "More breakfast."

      He took it. "Damn, baby. You're after my heart."

      I looked at my parents, who were still sitting next to him. "I thought it was already mine?"

      "Touché." He grinned, and to squash any doubts—if there were any—Nick stood and kissed my lips lovingly.

      "How was your talk with Evie?" Mom asked.

      "Well, I'm drinking before 10 a.m., so…"

      "That bad?" Dad questioned.

      I took a sip of my liquid breakfast. "I mean, not horrible, but I still don't know why they did that to me."

      "Did she at least apologize?" Nick inquired.

      I nodded. "Yeah."

      "That's good." Mom smiled.

      "Right." I wasn't going to tell them details, but I was still wondering what Everleigh meant by there were things I didn't know. I thought she was going to give me answers. That was the whole point of why we went off to talk, but then nothing.

      I got nothing.

      The boat stopped a few times for us to take pictures as we made our way to our lunch and snorkel destination. Fiji was breathtaking. It seemed to be endless white sandy beaches lined with coconut trees that swayed in the breeze. The water was turquoise and clear, and below we could see fish swimming all around.

      "I have to say, this is the best job I've ever done," Nick stated as he snapped pictures with his cell phone beside me.

      I looked around to make sure no one had heard him. "Saying that a little loud, don't you think?"

      "Aw, Sugar Tits, I know what I'm doing."

      I snorted. "Going back to sugar tits?"

      He shrugged and snapped another picture, this time of me—or rather, my boobs in my swimsuit. "Your tits are sweet, baby."

      I slapped him playfully. "You're bad."

      He turned and pulled me flush against him. "Your bad boy?"

      "Yeah." I chuckled.

      The boat started to move again until we finally made it to the sand beach.
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      Since Ashleigh wasn't in the wedding party, we didn't have to go to the rehearsal. We also decided to not go to the rehearsal dinner, and instead, had dinner at the other restaurant at the hotel—and charged it to the room so fuck nut would pay for it—before taking a walk on the beach.

      "I'm going to miss this," she stated, looking out at the setting sun. The weather wasn't too hot, it wasn't too humid, and it was exactly what I had envisioned paradise to be.

      "Me too." We only had two more days before we headed home.

      "Do you have any … um, dates lined up?"

      "I'm sure I do. I'd have to check the calendar."

      "Oh."

      "Are you jealous, Doll Face?" I grinned.

      "No," she said, dragging out the word.

      I brought her against my side as we continued to walk in the sand barefoot. "Yeah, you are."

      "It's just going to be weird, is all."

      "'Cause you like me?"

      She blushed and didn't answer my question. "I just mean that I'll be back to being alone again, and I'll have to come up with a story about us breaking up."

      "You knew that was going to happen." We stepped apart, but I grabbed her hand and laced our fingers, needing to keep physical contact with her.

      "I know. Honestly, I didn't think that far in advance when I hired you."

      "You can always book me again."

      "Except I'm broke now."

      "Yeah, but don't forget Dougie is paying for the room now."

      "True, but I really just need to keep that money in savings." She looked off at the water, not meeting my stare.

      "Well, my offer still stands to help you find someone."

      "I might take you up on that."

      We were silent as we began walking again. I really meant what I'd said, even though most of my friends were married or escorts. I wanted Ashleigh to be happy, and I would help her. I'd never told a client that before. Usually, they didn't want a relationship, or they were already in one and just needed more.

      "I'll miss the daily sex, though," I finally said, smirking.

      She pushed my arm playfully. "You don't have dates every day?"

      "I think my dick would fall off if I did." We both laughed.

      "We wouldn't want that."

      "No, baby, we wouldn't."

      "Well, I'll be going back to my trusty vibrator."

      I groaned slightly as I envisioned her using a toy between her legs and getting off. "Yeah? Tell me about it."

      "Tell you about it?"

      My grin widened. "Yeah. Give me something to fantasize about while I stroke myself."

      Ashleigh fanned herself even though the evening breeze was blowing her long brown hair. "Is it hot out here?"

      I chuckled. "Yeah, it is. Need to cool off by skinny dipping?"

      She looked out at the water again. "I don't do dark water."

      "Scared of sharks?"

      "Um, yeah." Ashleigh snorted.

      "Well, we wouldn't want you to get eaten—by a shark, that is."

      "I can think of something—or someone—else that I wouldn't mind being eaten by."

      I stopped walking, jerking her arm so she spun into my arms. I swore her libido was as big as mine. "Well, baby, it’s time for my second dessert then."

      I led her back to the room and had the best kind of dessert a man could want.
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      We lay post-orgasms with Ashleigh's head on my chest, my fingers running through her long brown hair. I would never tell her, but I was going to miss Fiji, and not because of all the sex and because it was paradise, but because I genuinely liked her. If I had been looking for a relationship, she would be who I would have wanted to have one with. She was smart, sexy, could take a pounding, and was fun to be around. She deserved to be with a guy who would love her like she wanted, and needed to be loved.

      As we laid there, just enjoying our post-sex bliss, I started thinking about who I could set her up with. Some might think it was weird to think about such a thing while we were both naked, but that was where my mind went. I chalked it up to the fact that our time was coming to an end, and I had told her I would help her out. The only guy I could think of who wasn't settled down or in the game was my friend Blake Montgomery, who co-owned the gym, Club 24, that I went to. He was a decent looking guy, seemed to be successful, and a good dude. He would be my first call.

      "I could go for a real dessert now," Ashleigh stated, and looked up at me with her chin on my chest.

      "Yeah? What do you want?" I started to sit up to grab the room service menu.

      "Ice cream or something."

      I slid out of bed to grab the menu, and opened it to the desserts. "They have vanilla."

      She wrinkled her nose. "Vanilla is so boring."

      "I could go to the gift shop and see what they have," I offered.

      Ashleigh started to get out of the bed. "I can't make you do that."

      "It's not a big deal, baby."

      "You'd do that for me?"

      I shrugged and then grabbed my shorts. "Of course. What do you want?"

      "Like a Drumstick or something."

      "Do they have that here?" I asked as I continued to get dressed.

      She wrapped the sheet around her chest as she sat back down. "Not sure. But something like that."

      "Something that's not only vanilla."

      "Yeah." She grinned.

      "I'll see what I can find." I kissed her quickly before grabbing my wallet and heading out the door.

      I chuckled to myself as I made my way toward the lobby. Going to get my woman dessert late at night was probably a sign that I was falling for Ashleigh, and I was going to owe my friends a grand each. That wasn't the case, of course. I was just being nice.

      When I got to the lobby, the gift shop was closed, and my heart sank. I really wanted to bring Ashleigh back something yummy and then eat mine off of her body before we called it a night. I walked to the front desk. "Hi. Is there anywhere I can get dessert at this hour?"

      "Only room service," the clerk responded.

      "Shit," I muttered under my breath. "Okay, thanks."

      I walked outside and started back toward our bure when I heard yelling.

      "Get back here!"

      "Leave me alone!"

      With just the faint glow of the lights provided for the walking path, I saw Everleigh and Dougie up ahead. I stopped walking, not sure if I should intervene or just watch.

      He grabbed her arm and spun her. "Don't fucking walk away from me."

      She tried to break free, and I was seconds from going to her rescue (more of a reason to punch him in the face), but her words stopped me. "You don't get to tell me what to do until I marry your ass tomorrow."

      "The hell I can't," Dougie roared. His back was toward me, blocking my view of Everleigh. "You signed your life away when you agreed to stay with me."

      Everleigh poked at his chest. "I only stayed to help my parents."

      "Because you're money hungry." He chortled.

      "And you're not? That's the whole reason why we came up with this agreement."

      "It's not like you're getting the short end of the stick, Evie. You live in Manhattan, get a monthly allowance, and building your social life. I get to use my fucking hand every night."

      "I know you're getting laid, Doug. I'm not stupid. I'm also not the one who has to be married before I turn twenty-six to get my inheritance."

      What inheritance?

      "I should have stayed with your sister."

      Everleigh laughed. "She never would have agreed to marry your ass."

      "She was in love with me."

      "And so was I until I caught you with Lyssa."

      Who was Lyssa?

      "You should have known better since that was how we got together."

      "I hate you."

      "You're not my favorite person either, but the truth of the matter is that we're in this together. You signed the agreement, and you better be at the wedding tomorrow."

      "Whatever," Everleigh huffed before she stormed off.

      Being the prick that I was—my friends' words, not mine—I started to walk so Dougie knew that I was there. "Dougie," I greeted with a tilt of my head. "Nice night for a stroll, no?"

      He balked and looked around, but I kept walking and called over my shoulder, "See you tomorrow."

      My pace quickened. I was excited to tell Ashleigh what I'd witnessed, but when I opened the door to the room, I was greeted with her soft snores.
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      I didn't remember falling asleep, or Nick coming back with my ice cream, but clearly, he had because he was sleeping next to me when I woke the next morning. It was the first morning that I'd woken up on my own. Usually, I stirred because Nick was groping me in some way.

      I went to the bathroom to freshen up so I could be the one to wake Nick up with my mouth, except on my way back to the bed, the phone rang. I sprinted to it, hoping to grab it before it rang another time. Nick rolled over but didn't open his eyes.

      "Hello?" I whispered.

      "Sister, sister," Everleigh screamed into the phone. "I'm getting married!"

      I snorted and still in a low voice, replied, "I know."

      "I'm so excited!"

      "I can tell."

      "I was calling to ask you to come get ready in my room. We're having breakfast and mimosas, and I really want you here."

      I looked down at Nick, and he was awake. I held my hand over the receiver. "Everleigh wants me to go to her room to get ready for the wedding and have breakfast with her."

      Nick sat up, the sheet pooling around his waist. My mouth watered, wanting to crawl back into bed and have him for breakfast instead. "You should go."

      "Really?"

      "I'll be fine. I'll order room service or something." He yawned.

      "Are you sure?"

      He nodded. "I know you're trying to mend your relationship. This will be good for you."

      "But—"

      "I'm a big boy, baby. I'll get ready and meet you there."

      "Okay." I nodded and then asked into the phone, "What's your room number, Evie?"
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      My mother answered the door when I knocked on Everleigh's door. "Morning," I greeted.

      She reached out her arms for a hug. "Morning, honey."

      We embraced, and I stepped into the room. It was similar to the one I had, but it was larger, had a separate living room, and a better view of the ocean.

      "Breakfast is on its way," Everleigh stated and rushed to me, engulfing me in her arms.

      When we broke apart, I realized there was someone else in the room. I drew my head back when I recognized who it was. "Corinne?"

      "Hey, Ashleigh," she said with a small wave. Corinne was Everleigh's best friend from high school. I hadn't seen her the entire time I'd been in Fiji. In fact, I hadn't seen any of Everleigh's friends at the meet and greet. Only a couple of Douglas’s friends.

      We hugged. "I didn't know you were here."

      "Ah," she groaned. "I wasn't able to fly in with Evie and Doug, and then my flight got delayed in LA. I had to wait almost an entire day to get on a new one."

      "That sucks."

      She shrugged. "Yeah, but I'm here now, and our girl is getting married."

      "I'm getting married!" Everleigh yelled, raising her arms above her head in celebration.

      "I need coffee before I can handle your excitement." I chuckled.

      "There's some in the kitchen," Mom advised.

      "Kitchen?"

      She waved me to follow her around a corner, and sure enough, there was a tiny kitchen area. There was no stove or anything, but it did have a small fridge and microwave. I went straight for the coffee pot.

      "Nick was okay to let you leave?" Everleigh asked.

      "Let me leave?" I poured a cup of the java, leaving room for cream.

      "Yeah. You two have been attached at the hip since you've gotten here."

      "Because we're dating, and he came with me."

      "I know. I just mean, he'll find his way to the ceremony?"

      "I hope so," I snickered.

      There was a knock on the door, and Mom turned to answer it.

      "That must be our breakfast," Everleigh stated. "Sit, and let's eat. Afterward, there will be someone to come and do our hair and makeup."

      "All of us?" I asked as I sat at the round table.

      "Yep. Doug is paying for all of us to get pretty."

      I nodded, remembering again that my sister was marrying my ex—my ex, who I caught her cheating with. I wasn't sure if I would ever have answers as to why it turned out the way it did, but as I watched Everleigh buzz happily around the room, I decided not to bring up the past. I honestly didn't think I could see myself with Douglas, and maybe that night four years ago was a blessing in disguise. I just hoped my person was out there too. I wanted to wake up on my wedding day knowing I was marrying the love of my life. As I thought that, Nick fluttered into my mind.

      The one guy I had a solid connection with was not the guy for me. I paid him to put on this façade.

      And it fucking sucked.
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      I had time to go back to get Nick in the room before the wedding started. When I entered the bure, he was standing in front of the mirror, adjusting his tie and wearing a light gray suit. I stopped in my tracks. Holy fucking shit, that man was the epitome of perfection.

      "Take a picture. It will last longer," he teased.

      I gawked at him through the reflection of the mirror. "I just might."

      He turned and came to me, wrapping his arms around my waist. "Everything go okay with your sister?"

      I nodded, my arms going around his neck. "Yeah. We ate, drank, and then got ready." I gestured down my body as though to show him that I did, in fact, get ready for the wedding.

      "Are you wearing any panties under this?" Nick fingered the hem of my purple dress that came to my knees.

      "Yes."

      "Take them off."

      I snorted. "Why? Last time you didn't do anything about it."

      His blue eyes narrowed. "Is that a challenge?"

      I lifted a shoulder. "Maybe."

      "Oh, baby." He laughed. "You're playing with fire."

      I whispered into his ear in a seductive tone, "I can handle it."

      He didn't miss a beat as he responded, "Then take your fucking panties off."
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      The ceremony was being held on the beach—of course. Rows of white folding chairs were set up on either side of a white runner, and white lilies accented the inside chairs and the arbor where Everleigh and Douglas would say their vows. It was breathtaking, and as Nick escorted me to the front row on the bride's side, I was jealous. I never thought that I would have a beach wedding, but I did want something equally stunning. Maybe something on top of the Eiffel Tower or at the end of a dock at a lake. My sister was getting everything that I'd wanted—except the guy. One day I hoped my dream would come true.

      "This is my second wedding this month," Nick stated as we took our seats.

      "Really?"

      He nodded. "My buddy Brad got married."

      "Oh, right. Brad and Cassie." I remembered hearing their story on the way to Fiji. Brad was the last of Nick's friends to settle down.

      "Yep."

      "Did Cassie make him quit Saddles & Racks?" I knew about the scary stuff that went on in their story, but not how Brad stopped escorting. I was curious—or maybe it was wishful thinking on my part.

      "No." Nick shook his head. "He chose to leave the game."

      "Wow," I breathed. "He must be really in love then."

      "Yeah, and he's not the only one."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Gabe, Paul, and Vinny all quit after falling in love."

      "So, there's hope for you then?" I joked. "Once you fall in love, I mean."

      "Nah. I don't plan to ever fall in love. I think each of them had the desire to settle down eventually, but I don't have that yearning."

      "Oh." I frowned and then put a fake smile on my face. The more I got to know Nick, the more I was developing some sort of infatuation for him. How could I not? It didn't help that he was my boyfriend for a week. Maybe if it had only been one night, I wouldn't have a small crush on him. I wasn't sure.

      "Plus," Nick continued, "my boss would have my balls if I quit."

      "Why's that?"

      "Because of my friends. He's married a few of them, and he's sick of us all leaving the game."

      "He's ordained?"

      Nick shrugged. "Yeah, and even held the weddings at his house."

      "So, it's like a one-stop shop? Book a date, fall in love, and get married?"

      "Well, none of them have fallen in love with a client."

      "Oh." My shoulders sagged. "Of course not. That would be crazy."

      He leaned back and draped his arm across my shoulders as others started to take their seats. "Yeah, that would be pretty wild."

      One of Douglas's friends escorted my mom to her seat next to us, and then the Alexanders took their seats. Douglas took his spot next to the minister. His gaze locked with Nick and then narrowed. I knew they didn't like each other, but Douglas was seconds away from saying, "I do," so what was his problem?

      "Are you okay?" Nick whispered, breaking his stare with Douglas.

      I nodded. "I have to let it go if Everleigh is happy, right?"

      "I think you'd be surprised to learn—"

      "Here she comes," Mom gushed, stopping Nick from finishing what he was saying.

      Everyone stood as the music started to play.

      "Learn what?" I whisper-hissed.

      "I'll tell you when this is over."

      For the next thirty or so minutes, I watched my sister marry my ex, but the entire time I was curious about what Nick had to tell me.
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      "It's an open bar, right?" Nick questioned as soon as the bride and groom walked off to take pictures.

      "I think so, but—"

      "Are you coming to take pictures with us?" Mom asked.

      "I—Can it wait? Nick needs—"

      "My thing can wait, honey," Nick chimed in. "Go take your pictures."

      I blinked. "But—"

      He cupped my cheek and looked into my eyes. "Trust me. Let all of this play out, and when you're done, we'll grab a drink."

      "Grab a drink?"

      "What I need to tell you would be easier to hear with a cocktail."

      "Excuse us," Mom said before she and Dad walked away. They probably thought we were fighting or something.

      "Why are you acting weird?" I questioned.

      "Just trust me." He kissed my lips softly, winked, and then walked away.
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      Ashleigh was chomping at the bit. I didn't blame her, but I couldn't tell her what I saw the night before while she sat and watched them get married. I wanted her to be away from them so she could react the way she needed to. Plus, I wanted to tell her when I didn't have to whisper. Hell, I wanted to tell everyone in attendance that it was all a sham, except it was clear that Everleigh was doing it to help her family, and that meant she was helping Ashleigh too, even if it wasn't directly.

      While the family took pictures, I made my way to the reception. It was on the beach but more inland, so we weren’t walking in thick sand. Round tables were set up with white paper ball lanterns hanging above. It baffled me that they had gone to such lengths for a sham wedding. It must have cost fifty, sixty, maybe even one-hundred grand to pay for flights, hotel rooms for whoever he’d offered to pay for, and everything wedding related. While I knew people spent that kind of money on weddings, it amazed me that Dougie and Everleigh didn’t go to the courthouse in New York and get married to fulfill whatever needed to be done for their agreement to work.

      But fuck if I wasn’t going to stick it to him by enjoying the open bar.

      I ordered a drink for myself and one for Ashleigh before finding our assigned table. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see a text from Brad: In love yet?

      I snickered as I texted back: You should know me better than that.

      Brad: Don’t forget that I thought the same thing.

      Me: Yeah, well, you're a sucker.

      Brad: Say that to my face.

      I grinned, knowing he was joking.

      Me: Yeah, yeah. You kill a guy, and now you think you're some badass.

      Brad: I've killed a lot more than one.

      Me: I'm so scared.

      I pictured Brad laughing as he texted me back: Stop deflecting. I know you're in love.

      Me: Are you hard up for cash now that you're out of the game or what?

      I was referring to the bet. When we bet that he was going to be the next to fall, we hadn't bet anything, but with me, they put money up. Did that mean they thought I was more likely to fall than he was? Granted, I had bet my fake money on Galen. Now everyone thought that because I was spending a week in paradise with a woman, I was going to get so attached that I would fall head over heels in love with her.

      Brad: No, but you should start thinking about what you're going to do when you're out of the game.

      I grunted and replied: I'm not in love, you idiot.

      Brad: You still have time.

      Me: We have one more day until we leave.

      Brad: Yeah, but you've had several days already to start falling.

      Me: Who are you? Is this Cassie, or does she have your balls now?

      Brad: My balls are perfectly intact, thank you very much.

      Me: Well, I'm not in love, and you can tell all the guys that too. I expect cash when I get home.

      Brad: There's still time …

      I rolled my eyes as I set my phone on the table. I wasn't going to reply to him anymore. He was wrong. Yes, I adored Ashleigh and wanted the best for her, but I was also planning on calling Blake when we returned home and set up a date for her. Would a guy in love do that? I didn't think so.

      Ashleigh wasn't done with pictures by the time I finished my drink, so I drank hers too. The wait staff came by with trays of hors d'oeuvres, and I didn't hesitate to grab two handfuls from each tray. It didn't matter if it was Dougie or his father who was footing the bill. I was going to make sure I enjoyed it all.

      I was about to get up to grab another drink when I saw Ashleigh finally making her way to me. I stood and pulled out a chair for her. "Everything go okay?" I asked as she sat.

      "Yes. Now tell me what you know."

      "Let me get you a drink first." When I came back with her vodka cranberry, I said, "Actually, we should probably not be around people when I tell you."

      "Well, they are still taking pictures, so let's walk down to the water or something," she suggested.

      "Yeah." I reached out my hand and helped her stand, and then handed her the drink. I didn't get myself one in case I needed to stop her from doing something crazy, and I needed to be somewhat sober.

      She took several big sips of the tart drink until it was empty. "Ready."

      I didn't let go of her hand as we made our way toward the water. The sun was setting, and once again, I was in awe of how beautiful Fiji was. The Vegas desert had nothing on the tropical islands, even with the glitz and glam of The Strip.

      "You know the suspense is killing me, right?"

      "Well, if you hadn’t been sleeping when I got back last night, I would have told you then."

      "You should have woken me up!"

      "Yeah, but the wedding needed to happen."

      She stopped walking and turned to me. "What does that mean?"

      I looked back and figured we were far enough away from anyone hearing us. "Last night, when I was walking back to our room, I saw Everleigh and Dougie fighting."

      Ashleigh drew her head back slightly. "Okay?"

      "I don't know exactly, but your sister signed some sort of agreement."

      "Like a prenup?"

      I shook my head. "I don't think so, but maybe."

      "That's not really breaking news. I would expect Douglas and his family would make her sign a prenup."

      "But she said something about how he wouldn't let her break up with him."

      "Wouldn't let her break up with him?" Ashleigh repeated.

      I nodded, and with a huge grin said, "And he cheated on her with some chick named Lyssa."

      Her eyes widened. "What?"

      "Are you surprised? He cheated on you."

      She thought for a moment. "I mean, I guess I'm not shocked given he did it to me, but why did Everleigh agree to marry him?"

      "She said something about your parents."

      Ashleigh balked. "My parents?"

      I shrugged. "I didn't hear what that meant, but the agreement was because he had to be married before twenty-six to get his inheritance."

      "So, all of this"—she waved her hand in the direction of the reception—"is fake?"

      "I'd say the marriage is real, but what goes on behind closed doors isn't what anyone expects."

      "But why would she do that?"

      "For your parents or something," I repeated.

      "That doesn't make sense. Yeah, my parents don't have a lot of money, but they aren't living on the streets either."

      "But you said it yourself, whenever you've talked to your parents, the conversation has been all about Everleigh. What if they're hiding something from you?"

      "Why would they do that?" Ashleigh questioned.

      I lifted a shoulder. "I don't know, baby."

      "I need to go ask them." She started to walk away, but I grabbed her wrist.

      "You can't. That's exactly why I wanted to do this in private."

      "But something is going on. I need to find out. What if my parents need my help?"

      I hated to say my next words, but there was obviously something going on that they didn't want her to know. "Then they would have come to you."

      Her brown eyes stared back at me as though I had hurt her. As though I was the reason her family was keeping her in the dark. My heart ached to think of ever hurting her. I barely knew Ashleigh, but I cared deeply for her and wanted only the best for her. I wanted her to get all of her answers, and that was what I was trying to help her with, not be the cause of more questions. Ashleigh had gotten her apology from Everleigh, but she was still hurting.

      "What do I do?" she finally asked.

      I pulled her to me, needing to comfort her, needing to touch her. Needing to wrap my arms around her, and show her that even though she felt as though her world was spiraling, I was still there for her. "Let’s just pretend we know nothing, have a good time at this wedding, and tomorrow you can have a long talk with your folks."

      "Okay. That’s probably for the best."

      I kissed her softly and then said, trying to lighten the mood, "Don’t think I forgot you’re not wearing any panties, baby."

      Ashleigh snorted. "I haven’t forgotten, but I still think you’re not going to do anything about it."

      I grabbed her hand again, and we started back toward the reception. "That’s where you’re wrong. I know the perfect time to get you off."
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      Ashleigh was quiet as we sat at the table with her parents. If I’d been in her shoes, I would have been dying to find out what was going on too. We ate, we drank a little bit, and we watched as people gave toasts—even Ashleigh’s father.

      "I’m not a man of many words, so I’ll keep this short and sweet." He turned and faced Everleigh at her table. "Twenty-five years ago, two of the most precious gifts a father could ask for came into this world. Since that day, I’ve wanted nothing except the best for them. I wished that they would find someone to protect them, provide for them, and love them like I tried since that first day. I thank God that Everleigh has found that man, and I’m happy to welcome you to our family, Douglas. Thank you for taking care of my little girl, and I wish nothing but the best for both of you."

      My blood boiled at the speech. Most people had to know the circumstances of how Everleigh and Dougie met, and Ashleigh’s own father acted as if he was oblivious to it all despite my conversation with him.

      What the fuck was wrong with these people?

      I leaned over and kissed Ashleigh’s temple to show her that I knew what her father’s words had done to her. He might not know that the entire thing was a sham, but he had to know that his words would hurt Ashleigh. Was it only Everleigh and Dougie who knew about the agreement, or did the people it affected (the bride and groom and Ashleigh's parents) know as well?

      After the toasts were made, Everleigh and Dougie danced, and from the outside looking in, they really did appear as though they were in love. If I hadn't seen the fight, I would have thought nothing was wrong. It was ironic that I was with Ashleigh under false pretenses, and Everleigh and Dougie weren't really a couple either.

      People had moved to the dance floor after the couple finished their dance. I stood and held out my hand for Ashleigh. "Dance with me?"

      "Sure." She smiled, but it didn't light up her eyes as I had seen in the past, and I had to change that. Her smile was too beautiful to be hidden by sadness about things she couldn't change.

      We joined the other guests out on the dance floor. Song after song, Ashleigh and I laughed, we kissed, and we sang, forgetting all the bullshit and just enjoying the paradise we were in. When the DJ switched to a slow song, I brought her against me and swayed to the beat. I'd never heard the song before—it was country, and country music wasn't my thing—but I got lost in the words under the stars and the ball lanterns as the singer sang about getting lost in her eyes. I felt as though we were the only two out on the dance floor, and everything he was saying was exactly how I was feeling.

      "I love this song," Ashleigh admitted.

      "I've never heard it before. What's it called?"

      "'Here Tonight' by Brett Young."

      "I like it."

      "It's so romantic."

      The beat picked up slightly, and when he sang about lingering kisses, I took that opportunity to do just that. My lips brushed against Ashleigh's, lingering in the most sensual kiss I'd ever had. I wasn't sure if it was the words of the song, the moon shining down on us as we danced in Fiji, or if I was really getting wrapped up in her, but I did forget about everything and everyone around us. I wanted to stay there in that moment forever with her in my arms, and lose all track of time like the guy sang about. He sang about being all in, and even though the words terrified me, maybe I was? I knew there was something special about Ashleigh, and even though I wanted to prove my friends wrong, maybe I was falling for her?
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      I didn't know what was happening.

      One minute, Nick and I were dancing and laughing, and the next, I felt as though something had shifted in the air. Like all the stars above were aligning and everything was falling into place. Granted, it could have been because the words of the song were about falling in love, but it also could have been because I was falling in love with Nick.

      How could I be so stupid? How could I think that the feelings would be reciprocated? How could I let my emotions get the best of me?

      I stayed in his arms until the song was over.

      He cleared his throat, almost as though he was feeling something too. "Want to grab another drink?"

      I nodded, and he grabbed my hand to lead me to the bar. Instead of ordering his usual, Nick ordered a double shot of vodka.

      "Changing it up?" I teased.

      "Yeah. You want to do shots?"

      "Are you wanting to get me drunk to take advantage of me?" I joked some more.

      Nick laughed and fingered the hem of my dress. "I don't think I need to get you drunk to fuck you, baby."

      "This is true."

      "So, you want to go back to our room?"

      I smirked. "I do."

      I did. I was over being at the fake wedding. Whatever was happening with my family wouldn't get resolved tonight because Nick was right. I needed to pretend I didn't know anything. In the morning, I would go to my parents and ask them what was going on. Until then, I wanted to forget everything except the way Nick could use my body.

      Despite the way I was starting to feel, I was still paying him and might as well continue to enjoy the benefits while I could because, once we left paradise, I knew it would come to an end. Even with Douglas paying for the room like Nick had conned him into doing, I wouldn't be able to keep paying to date Nick.

      We didn't say goodbye to anyone as Nick grabbed my hand and led me toward our bure. I didn't care at that moment because everything was a sham anyway. In the morning, I would get my answers, but for now, I was going to enjoy one of my last nights with Nick.

      "You still didn't do anything about me being pantyless," I stated just before we got to our steps.

      He stopped walking. "You're right. I’d planned on making you come on the dance floor."

      "What happened?"

      He stared at me, and I could tell he was choosing his words wisely because of his hesitation. "Just didn't feel right."

      I suppose it didn't. Even if we had been in our own dancing bubble, my parents were still around as well as people I knew. Nick took a step, but I stopped him. "Before we get all hot and heavy again, I just want to thank you for everything."

      "What do you mean?"

      "When I hired you, I thought you'd be this bad boy who would come here and be a jerk to everyone and just be the total opposite of what people would assume I wanted in a boyfriend. But you've surprised me by sticking by my side and having my back through all of this. And I never would have imagined that there was more to the story than my sister marrying my ex-boyfriend."

      He shrugged. "I was just in the right place at the right time."

      "Yeah, but you didn't have to tell me. You could have pretended you didn't know, and after tomorrow when we leave here, you could have just gone on pretending you never knew anything."

      He cupped my cheek. "I like you, baby. I want the best for you, and I know how much this entire situation has been eating at you. If I were in your shoes, I would be the same way, so I'm only doing what should be done."

      I smiled warmly at him. "And I'm thanking you for that."

      "You're welcome."

      Nick kissed me softly, and then before I knew it, one of us had deepened the kiss and we were clawing at each other under the Fiji moonlight. I was once again lost in this man—so lost that I didn't realize he was moving me backward until my heel hit the bottom step of our porch.

      "I'm gonna fuck you now," Nick said against my lips, and then we were moving again, both of us stumbling up the few steps. He dug into his pocket, not breaking our lips as he fished for the room key. He got the door open, and once inside, he kicked it closed, never once removing his lips from mine.

      I tried not to think about how my life would return to going to bed alone, waking up alone, and not having this strong, tatted man beside me. He said that after all of this, he was going to set me up with one of his friends, but I didn't want to be with one of his friends. I wanted to be with him.

      Falling in love with the male escort I’d hired was never supposed to happen.

      My back hit one of the chairs, and Nick spun me. He bent me over the back and ran his hand up my bare leg and under my dress, going straight for my heat. "I knew there was a good reason why you were pantyless."

      I couldn't respond as he sank his fingers into me, causing my back to arch. He grabbed a fistful of my long brown hair and tilted my head backward. "I think you like not wearing panties, baby. You were already dripping for me."

      I could only moan my reply as his fingers worked me, his thumb rubbing my clit rapidly and already bringing me close to the edge.

      "When your fingers are deep inside of you, are you going to be thinking about me, baby?"

      "Yes," I breathed, and it was the truth. I would think of him every time I got myself off.

      "What about when you're fucking another man. Are you going to wish it were me?"

      "Yes," I responded, not hesitating.

      "Yeah, you are. You're going to wish it were me, that it was my fingers, my dick, getting you off."

      "It could be yours," I moaned.

      He leaned forward and whispered into my ear, "You're right. It's gonna be all me, baby."

      I didn't know what that meant, and I didn't have time to think about it before I came around his fingers, my body shaking. Nick used his free arm to hold me up so I didn't turn into a puddle of mush at his feet.

      I still didn't respond as I tried to come down while Nick walked to his side of the bed and grabbed a condom. Without taking off his pants, he sheathed himself and then came back, keeping me bent over the chair and driving into me.

      He fucked me.

      He fucked me hard.

      He fucked me all night long.
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      I woke to a god-awful alarm. Outside, air sirens were going off, making it sound as though we were under attack. I sat up, the sheet pooling around my naked torso. "What the hell is that?"

      "I don't know," Nick stated as he sat up.

      Our cell phones started to go off with alerts, and I grabbed mine off of the nightstand.

      
        
        Event Type: SEAQUAKE Magnitude 9.2

        SMS TSUNAMI WARNING

        WARNING — EARTHQUAKE/TSUNAMI ALERT

      

      

      I didn't finish reading the alert on my phone. Instead, I turned to Nick and said, "It's a tsunami warning."
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      Ashleigh and I quickly got dressed. We didn't know how much time we had, and when we looked out the window at our ocean view, it looked like any other morning that we had seen the water. There wasn't some giant wave forming or anything alarming, and I wasn't sure what that meant.

      We packed as much as we could in two minutes, grabbed our cell phones, and when we opened the door to go outside, people were frantically running around. Some with luggage, some without. Some were carrying their kids, and some were alone. Neither Ashleigh nor I knew exactly what to do. We both lived in the fucking desert, but the only thing we could think of was that we needed to get to higher ground. We followed the people as we made our way toward the lobby, which was inland.

      "What about my parents? What about my sister?" she asked as we got closer to the building.

      "I'm sure they're going to the lobby too."

      "Right."

      When we got into the main part of the hotel, staff members were waving people to the front door. "Get to higher ground," they were saying.

      I stopped by one of them and asked, "How do we get to higher ground if we don't have a car?"

      "The hotel shuttles or find a ride," he replied. "But try not to worry. We have a lot of tsunami warnings."

      That didn't really put me at ease because everyone was running around as though it wasn't normal. I turned to Ashleigh, who was looking around for her family. "Do any of our people have cars?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know."

      I didn't like what I needed to say next because I couldn't imagine if it were my family that we were waiting for. "I don't know how long we can wait for them."

      "We can't leave them."

      I placed my hands on her arms and looked directly into her chocolate eyes. "I know they're your family, but we can't outrun a fucking tidal wave, baby."

      "I just don't understand how they aren't here already."

      "Maybe they had a car and they're already on their way to higher ground," I suggested.

      Ashleigh nodded slowly as though she was processing my words. "Yeah, maybe."

      It wouldn't surprise me if they did leave without thinking about her. I fucking hated thinking that, but based on the way they had treated her in the past, I wouldn't put it past them.

      "We can fit two more," a staffer called out.

      "Go with Filipe," the other staffer said.

      I raised my hand to let the driver know we were coming. "We gotta go."

      Ashleigh took my hand. "I fuckin' hate this."

      "Me, too."

      We got into the shuttle and took our seats in the very back, our luggage in our laps. Her family wasn't on the shuttle, and I hoped to myself that they did leave her behind. It would cause more drama between everyone again, but at least everyone would be safe.

      "Where are we going?" someone asked as the small bus pulled out of the parking lot.

      "Just up," the driver responded. He pulled out his cell phone. "It's me. We're evacuating the hotel right now. If a wave hits, there's no telling what it's going to look like tomorrow. No, listen to me. I have the guests with me right now. I need you to meet us at Zone D."

      Was this guy leaving his family members to find safety on their own? I couldn't imagine having to keep a level head and help anyone but Ashleigh and myself. I supposed that was why my friends thought I was the prick in our group. All of them—even Vinny since he was a teacher—had some sort of hero complex.

      And then there was me.

      Before Ashleigh, I did only think about myself. I had no one else to worry about. Of course, I cared for my friends and family, and when shit went down with my friends, I had worried about them. Fuck, when Brad got shot, I was the first one to get to the hospital besides Gabe, who was only there first because Mark had called him right away. I let them think what they wanted to think, but I did have a heart.

      "Oh my God," someone gasped, and everyone turned around to look behind us.

      When I did, the ocean that had previously seemed calm was no longer. The water was starting to pull away from the shore, and as we continued to watch, a giant fucking wave formed. A wave that I wasn't sure we would outrun because it looked as though the entire Pacific Ocean was forming a wall and would crash into the main island of Fiji.

      The driver stepped on the gas. I grabbed Ashleigh's hand, clenching it as we continued to watch the devastation that would more than likely wipe out the paradise where we had just spent the last four days.

      A destruction that was bound to kill.
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      I had no idea where we were except up by the time the shuttle stopped. We watched the wave break, taking out palm trees and buildings as we continued to climb. I didn't know if it had been at our hotel or somewhere else because the farther up we got, the more I didn't know where we were. I'd never seen anything like it before. I almost felt as though I was in a daze, that none of it was real and at any moment I would wake up.

      But it was real.

      "What if they didn't make it out?" Ashleigh asked as we waited for the others to get off the shuttle.

      "We can't think about that."

      "It's all I can think about."

      I wrapped her in my arms. "I know, but let's think positive. Maybe they are here too."

      "We don't even know where here is."

      I looked out the window to see that we were on the side of the road and not at a building or hotel or anything of the sort. In fact, I couldn't see anything except trees and bushes.

      "What are we doing here?" I asked as I got off the shuttle.

      "We're waiting to see what happens," the driver stated.

      "What happens with what?" I questioned and looked out at the water in the distance. The massive wave had risen the ocean, and it appeared that everything that was on the coast was now underwater.

      This wasn't how I wanted to spend my last day in paradise, that was for damn sure.

      "If another wave is coming," he replied.

      There were gasps, and my eyes widened, looking at Ashleigh. "There could be more?" she asked.

      I shook my head and sighed. I had no fucking clue how tsunamis worked other than it was a large wave from the ocean, and we had witnessed that shit already.

      "It's possible," the driver said. "I'll be back."

      "You'll be back?" most of us questioned at the same time.

      "I need to go check on my family. We live on this side of the island."

      "You're just going to leave us on the side of the fucking road?" I argued.

      "There's nowhere else to go. You'll be safe up here."

      "When will you be back?" a woman asked.

      "Soon." He got onto the bus, closed the door, and then drove away with our luggage.

      "What if he doesn't come back?" Ashleigh wondered.

      "We could walk to another part of the island," someone said.

      "What if there's a tsunami on that side?" another person questioned.

      "You all realize that he just drove off with our belongings, right?" I inquired.

      "What the fuck?" a man groaned.

      "He better be back," another man stated. "I need the medication in my bag."

      "And if he doesn't?" Ashleigh asked again.

      No one replied because we didn't know. Not only had a tsunami possibly washed away our bures, but we were now stranded on the side of the road on a mountain or some shit.

      I pulled my cell out of my pocket, noticing that I had no service. "Anyone have cell service?"

      There were head shakes and denials all around.

      "They probably turned off power because of the tsunami," someone stated.

      "For the entire island?" I questioned. "The driver had service when we left the hotel."

      "That was before the tsunami hit," someone else pointed out.

      That was true.

      Since I didn't know how tsunamis worked, I wasn't sure if there were more of them than the one we saw, if the ocean had risen on every shore of the island, or if only our side was affected. Maybe they turned off power to the towers in case there was another wave and they didn't want it to cause some sort of fire.

      "We just wait here?" a lady asked.

      "That's what the driver said to do," someone replied.

      "I'm not fucking waiting," I stated. "That guy just robbed us. He isn't coming back."

      "Where are you going to go?" someone asked.

      "The same way the driver went." I pointed in the direction.

      "Do you know what's up that way?" a woman asked.

      "No," I replied. "But I'm not staying here. I'm telling you, that guy isn't coming back."

      "I agree," Ashleigh stated.

      "Then let's go." I grabbed her hand and began to walk.

      People started discussing what to do, and in the end, some came with us and some stayed behind. It didn't take long for a raggedy looking van to appear, coming toward us. If we were anywhere else, I wouldn't try to stop them because no normal person hitchhiked these days. But we weren't alone, and we were stranded, so I waved my arms to hopefully get them to stop. They didn't stop.

      "Fuck," I shouted. This was definitely not how I wanted to spend our last day here.

      I heard the screeching of tires, and I turned to see that the van had stopped. Reverse lights came on, and at that moment, I thought we were finally going to get somewhere. Until the van stopped in front of us, the side door flew open, and a few men piled out, placing a black bag over Ashleigh's head.

      "No!" I shouted and reached for her, holding onto her arm with all of my might. She kicked and screamed, and I fought to pull her back.

      Until a black bag was placed over my head, and I was thrown into the van.
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      I kicked.

      I screamed.

      I tried to fight, but the men overpowered me. They took my arms, bringing them behind my back and tying them together.

      "Nick!" I yelled as I was thrown into the van and heard the door slam shut.

      "Baby, it's going to be okay."

      I didn't respond. I couldn't. The only thing I could do was shake as the tears rolled down my cheeks. I was relieved that Nick was with me but also terrified.

      "Let us go!" Nick ordered.

      There was no response other than tires squealing against the asphalt as they drove off. The movement made me fall against the side, and I felt a body touch me. I flinched.

      "It's okay," Nick whispered, moving so his side was against mine. I didn't need to see that it was him. I could tell by his smell and the feeling of him touching me. "It's me."

      "What's happening?" I whispered, not able to find my voice.

      "I don't know."

      The van turned, and I went flying hard against Nick's firm body, landing on top of him.

      "Sorry," I muttered.

      "It's okay. Everything is going to be okay," he assured. I didn't know how he could be confident.

      We sat up, and with each turn, we would go flying. I felt as though I was some sort of rag doll. My cell phone was in my shorts pocket, and it dug into my leg each time I landed on it. I wished that I could take it out and call for help, but my hands were tied behind my back, and I was almost certain the tsunami had knocked out cell service.

      I wasn't sure how long we drove for, or where we were going, but eventually, we came to a stop. I heard the front doors open, slam, and then the side door slid open. A hand forcefully wrapped around my arm, squeezing and tearing me from Nick's side.

      "No!" I shouted.

      "Out," a man with a Fijian accent ordered.

      I was thrown to the ground, small rocks or gravel slicing into the skin on my knees, and I groaned from the pain. I heard Nick grunt, and a thud echoed next to me as though he had been thrown to the ground too. I waited to hear more people, but there weren’t anymore. Did that mean we were the only two who had been taken? If so, why?

      "It's going to be okay," Nick stated again.

      "How do you know?" I asked.

      Before he could respond, a hand wrapped around my arm again, and I was yanked upward to my feet. "Please?" I begged.

      "Don't hurt her," Nick warned.

      "Or what?" A man laughed.

      We started walking as Nick responded, "Or I will kill you."

      "You can try." The man chuckled again.

      The black bag was still over my head as we continued to walk. I wanted to see where we were or who these guys were or know anything. Was it better to be left in the dark or face the kidnappers and plead for my life?

      After several minutes, we walked down numerous stairs, and then I was pushed only to hit my face against a wall. I groaned from the pain before I felt Nick crash into me. Hands patted my body, and then I felt a hand slip into the pocket of my shorts and take my phone. Once they were sure I had nothing else on me, the black bag was ripped off my head, and my hands broke free of whatever restraints they had used. I'd expected that I would need to shield my eyes from harsh light after being in darkness under that hood, but quickly realized we were in a dim cellar. The door shut with a bang before I could see anyone's face, but there was enough light that I could see Nick. I rushed to him, our bodies colliding as we wrapped each other in our arms.

      "Why is this happening?" I cried.

      "I don't know."

      "What are we going to do?"

      "I don't know."

      I thought the worst thing that could happen while I was in Fiji was my sister marrying my ex. Little did I know that there would be a tsunami that sent us running, and now I was locked in a cellar probably about to be killed.

      Nick held me for several minutes, and then we sat on the dirty cement floor and waited. There was nothing else to do. There were no windows, and the only way out was the door we had come in through, which was locked.

      "Did you see who the guys were?" I questioned.

      Nick shook his head. "No, but not like it would matter. I don't know anyone here."

      "Me either."

      "The only thing I can think is that we were just random targets for thieves."

      "Why?"

      He shrugged. "Not sure, but they target tourists."

      "But we were the only ones taken."

      "In that van, yes, but maybe there was another one that came after ours had left."

      "You think so?"

      Nick lifted a shoulder again. "I really don't know."

      "Do you think … Do you think they're going to kill us?"

      "I don't know that either." He sighed.

      We were silent again, my head spinning with every question and possible scenario I could think of. "I'm sorry," I finally said.

      "For what?" He looked up at me.

      While I knew getting kidnapped after a tsunami wasn't my fault, I had hired Nick, and now we were both probably going to end up dead. "You might die because of me."

      "Baby." He pulled me against his side, wrapping me in a tight hug. "This isn't your fault."

      "If I hadn’t hired you, you would be safe in Vegas." He snickered, and I looked up at him. "That's funny?"

      "No. I'm laughing because it's ironic."

      "What do you mean?"

      "All of my Saddles & Racks buddies have been in some sort of danger in Vegas. I never thought that I would be in danger—in paradise, no less."

      "Oh, right," I replied, remembering the stories he'd told me on our flight to Fiji. But as he'd told me then, they all had some sort of background that would lead to danger: an abusive ex, working undercover for the FBI, a brother who was a criminal. Well, most of his friends. His teacher friend didn't have that same background, but the girl he married had worked for a notorious drug dealer. "Too bad they aren't here to help us."

      "Yeah," he breathed. He stood and hit the wall with the palm of his hand. "Fuck!" It was the first time I'd ever seen Nick angry, and I didn't blame him.

      The door opened, and I jumped. Nick came to block me as though he was my shield. It wasn't the first time he'd tried to protect me, though before it had been more of a security blanket against my family. I would give anything to be fighting with them again, rather than fearing for my life, scared of the three dark-skinned men with guns. I swallowed and waited, clinging onto Nick's T-shirt as though he could really shield me.

      "Where is your new husband?" one of the men asked.

      I didn't respond, but Nick did. "What new husband?"

      "Not you. Her!"

      I peeked around Nick to see that the man was pointing at me. "Me?" I questioned, even though I was the only her in the room.

      "Yes, you, bitch. Where's your husband?"

      I drew my head back. "My husband? I'm not married."

      The man laughed and looked at his friends. "She thinks she's smarter than us."

      "She's telling you the truth," Nick stated. "She isn't married."

      Another guy stepped forward and punched Nick in the gut. He doubled over as I screamed in horror, instantly feeling bad and again thinking all of it was my fault.

      "This isn't the time for lies," the main man seethed. "We know you got married yesterday."

      "That wasn't my wedding!" I protested.

      The guy punched Nick in the stomach again. He groaned in agony.

      "See what happens when you lie?"

      "I'm not lying!" I argued.

      The man stepped forward and grabbed me with one hand, pressing my cheeks in. "I'm going to make this simple for you. You call your husband, get him to bring a million dollars to where we say, and then we will let you go. It's that easy."

      He dropped his hand, and I cried, "But I'm not married."

      "I'm assuming he thinks you're Everleigh," Nick groaned and stood upright again.

      "Yes," the guy agreed. "Everleigh James, now married to Douglas Alexander, who is the son of Samuel Alexander, Attorney at Law in New York City. You flew in on a private jet—"

      "I see you've done your research," Nick interrupted. "But your research and your spying didn't show that Everleigh has a twin sister."

      The guy snapped his gaze to me, and I nodded, holding up my left hand to show I had no wedding ring. "Everleigh is my twin sister."

      "And you are?" he questioned.

      "Ashleigh."

      He walked to a man who hadn’t spoken yet and whispered into his ear. That man left after nodding his head once. "You better hope you're telling the truth," the man warned, and then he and the puncher left, slamming and locking the door behind them.
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      What the fuck was going on?

      I never thought that going on vacation would lead to being kidnapped. What would have happened if there had been no tsunami? It was clear they wanted to leverage Everleigh for money, but we had no clue where any of Ashleigh's family was. Even if we did, I didn't think bad guys let you go once you saw their faces—or at all.

      We were going to die.

      "Come here," I said as soon as the lock clicked.

      Ashleigh didn't hesitate and allowed me to wrap her in my arms. We both needed affection, especially if these were going to be our final hours. "What do you think they're doing?" she asked.

      I sighed. "Probably making sure you're a twin."

      "How can they do that?"

      "How do they know anything about Dougie and his family?" I countered.

      She thought for a moment. "I have no idea."

      "It sounded like they had been watching them."

      "Then they had to have known I wasn't Everleigh. She's skinny, and I’m …not."

      "Hey." I grabbed her face, pulling my head back slightly so she could look into my eyes. "You’re perfect."

      She looked away with only her eyes. "This isn't the time for you to sweet talk me."

      "I’m not." I smiled, trying to put her at ease. "I’m telling you the fucking truth."

      The lock sounded on the door, and then it opened. Ashleigh and I broke apart like we were lovesick teenagers caught by my parents in my bedroom.

      The leader and his goons walked in. "So, it seems you're correct," he stated.

      "About the fact that I'm a twin?" Ashleigh asked.

      "Yes."

      "Okay, so let us go," I stated. "You have the wrong person."

      The leader snorted. "No can do."

      "What are you going to do with us?" Ashleigh asked.

      He stepped forward and ran a finger down her chest. My blood boiled. "I'm sure I can think of a few things."

      "The hell you will." I lunged for him, pushing him back, and not caring if they punched me again. I wasn't going to let them violate her.

      The two goons rushed in, forcing me back against the wall as the leader started to laugh. "You think you can stop me?"

      I glared at him, not saying anything. Of course, I was outnumbered, but I would die trying. "Just let us go, man. You have the wrong people."

      The guy nodded, knowing I was right. "Yes, but the plan will still work."

      "How?" I questioned.

      "My men might have gotten the wrong sister, but that doesn't mean someone won't pay to get this one back." He touched her again, this time running a finger down her cheek, and I tried to break free from the goons' hold, but I only got one arm free before I was slammed against the wall again.

      "Please just let us go," Ashleigh pleaded.

      The leader didn't answer her. "You need to call your sister and get me my money."

      "I need my cell phone. I don't know her number by heart."

      The guy snapped his fingers, and what looked to be Ashleigh's phone was put into his palm. He started to hand it to her, and then pulled it back and chuckled. "You think I'm that stupid enough to hand you your phone?"

      Ashleigh balked slightly. "Um, no?"

      "That's right." He smirked. "I will call her, and you be ready to confirm you're still alive."

      "Okay." Ashleigh looked over at me, and I gave her a tight smile. I couldn't imagine what was going through her head. We didn't know if Everleigh was alive. We didn't know where Everleigh was. And we didn't know if Everleigh would even care or come through with money to save us—or at least Ashleigh.

      I was more than likely a dead man.

      He grabbed her hand and placed her thumb over the home button to open it before pressing what I assumed was either the contacts or the phone icon to find Everleigh's name. I stared at him, feeling as though a lot was riding on the call. Were cell phones working again? He held the phone up to his ear, and then immediately brought it down.

      "Bring them upstairs," he ordered.

      One of the men let go of me and grabbed Ashleigh by the arm. We were led up the stairs. "Where are we going?" I asked.

      There was no response as we were taken outside. I thought the cellar was at a house, but there was nothing around except some sort of building in the distance—a church maybe that had a steeple.

      The leader brought the phone to his ear again, and then once again took it away. "Why the fuck does it say it's disconnected?"

      "I …" Ashleigh hesitated. "I don't know."

      He drew his hand up quickly as though he was going to hit her, and I struggled against the man still holding me. "Don't play games with me," he warned.

      "I'm not. I haven't needed to call my sister in several years."

      He tilted his head slightly, narrowing his eyes. It felt like several minutes until he finally spoke again. "Kill them, and call Filipe. We're going back to the original plan."

      "No!" I shouted. "You don't need to kill us."

      "Please, just let us go." Ashleigh started to cry, and my heart ached, wanting to bring her into my arms again, but the men were still restraining us.

      "You're no use to me," the leader stated. "And now that you've seen my face, we can't let you go."

      "I can get you the money," I blurted out before I realized what the fuck I was saying. I didn't even know how much they wanted.

      "And how do you plan to do that?"

      "Let me make a call."

      The leader chortled. "You think I'm stupid?"

      "No." I shook my head. "I have money. How much do you want?"

      He thought for a moment. "Five hundred for each of you."

      "Dollars?"

      "Five hundred thousand each," he corrected.

      "So, a million dollars?" I questioned, pretending I had that much, but I didn't have a million fucking dollars.

      "Yes." He grinned. "Do you have that in the bank?"

      "I can get it for you."

      "How?"

      "I need to make a call." I had no idea who I was going to call. No one I knew had a million dollars sitting around, let alone a million dollars to spend to save Ashleigh and me.

      He snapped his fingers, and the guy holding Ashleigh left, running around some bushes. "I'll get you your phone."

      "You'll need to let her go first."

      "I can't do that until I have the money."

      I closed my eyes and sighed, hearing the door of a vehicle slam shut not far away. I had a half a mind to make a break for it, but the guys had guns. I just wanted Ashleigh to be safe. "Fine."

      The guy who had left came back holding my phone. He handed it to the leader.

      "Who are we calling?" the leader questioned. "And this better not be a fuckin' joke."

      My brain was trying to catch up with my mouth. I still had no idea who to call. My gaze met Ashleigh's as though she had the answer, and then it hit me. "My buddy, Paul, but it needs to be me who calls him."

      "So, you could ask for help?"

      "Like I know where we are to even tell him," I retorted, motioning with my head at our surroundings. I didn't know if my plan was going to work, but I had to try. I wasn't going to go down without a fight. "All there is are fucking trees around. He knows I'm in Fiji."

      "Okay. You have one minute." He handed me my phone before pulling out his gun. The two other guys pulled their weapons, one of them pointing his at Ashleigh and the other at me.

      "Where do I have him send the money? It will need to be a wire transfer or something. He's back in the US."

      The leader glared at me as though my question irritated him. He turned and went in the direction the other guy had run off to get my phone as he mumbled, "Fucking Filipe. Brings me the wrong fucking people, and now this? I'm going to kill him."

      My gaze met Ashleigh's, and I tried to give her a reassuring smile. I also hoped she remembered my stories about Paul and who he was married to. Plus, what he currently did for work. He was the only one I knew to call who could even remotely come through and help us. If I was Gabe, Brad, or Paul, I would think I could fight my way out of this mess, but I wasn't.

      I wasn't a trained killer like them.

      The leader came back and handed me a small piece of paper with a number on it. "Have him transfer to that account."

      "Okay." I took a deep breath, turned so the only visible landmark was behind me, and video-called Special Agent Paul Jackson.
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      The five-minute timer went off.

      "Ready?" Joss asked.

      I nodded. I'd been waiting years for this moment, especially with her. "Hell, yeah."

      She lifted the pregnancy test from the counter, and immediately, her shoulders fell. "Not pregnant."

      We hadn't been trying long, given I had been away at Quantico and was just starting out in the FBI, but now we were both ready, mainly since all of our friends either had kids or were about to—like her best friend, Cat, who was pregnant with her first child with Seth.

      I pulled Joss into my arms. "It's okay. You know I like trying to knock you up."

      "Oh, I know." She laughed, and it warmed my heart to know that she was laughing even though the test was negative. We would make it happen eventually. It just wasn't our time yet.

      My phone started to ring in my pocket, and I pulled it out. "It's Nick," I stated.

      "From Fiji?" Joss questioned.

      I shrugged and swiped the button to answer the video call. "Nicholas!" I greeted him. "Calling to tell me I won the bet?"

      "Ah, not exactly." Nick rubbed the back of his neck. He didn't look nice and relaxed, like I would have expected, given that he had been in paradise for several days. He looked stressed, with disheveled hair and not even a hint of a smile. I expected he would still be rubbing it in that he was in Fiji getting paid to fuck like he had before he left.

      "Oh? So, are you still in Fiji?" I asked, looking at the palm trees and shit behind him.

      "Yeah, so, about that…" He looked away from the screen, and I furrowed my brow. Something seemed off. "There was a tsunami—"

      "No shit?" I hadn't been online or anything to get any news because Joss and I had gone out for dinner. "Are you guys okay?"

      "Yeah, so…" He paused and looked away again, and my gaze caught on Joss's as she arched a brow. "I need for you to transfer a million dollars—"

      I snorted. "A million dollars? What the fuck, dude?"

      "A guy I met and his three friends need it. Told them I could come through."

      In an instant, Joss was walking out of the bathroom. She had her cell phone to her ear and was likely already on the line with someone at headquarters. In this day and age, we were able to trace a call right away, but I tried to keep Nick on the line just in case. Something was off for sure. Nick would never need a million dollars for someone, and I knew that he was in Fiji for Saddles & Racks.

      "Okay. Well, it's going to take me some time," I replied.

      "How long?"

      "It's not like I have it sitting around."

      "I have half in a few of my accounts. You can find the info at my place. You can transfer it to yourself first."

      I nodded. "Good, I'll go over there tomorrow. I think I can get the other half, but I'll need to transfer some things around."

      His blue gaze moved to someone behind the phone, and then as he spoke, he moved the camera view to something behind him. I took a screenshot, not sure what it was but figuring he was trying to tell me something. "Yeah, so, how long will it take? I have an account number for you to transfer it into."

      I didn't answer him. "Are you coming home after you give your friend the money?"

      He tilted the screen back so I could see his face. "I'm not sure. Like I said, there was a tsunami. Things are crazy over here."

      So, the tsunami was real? Was Nick's new friend a pirate or some shit? Did he get picked up before the tidal wave or because of it? And where was his date?

      "How's your girl?"

      His stare moved to the other side of where it had before, and he gave a sad but compassionate smile. "Doing the best she can."

      Joss came back into the bathroom and nodded once as though she had what we needed.

      "Good," I said to Nick. "Let me see what I can do about the money."

      "You need to hurry."

      "Seeing as I've never done this before, not sure how long it will take."

      His gaze moved to the first person behind the phone. "I'm gonna need that in an hour."

      "An hour?" I grunted. "Banks are closed at this hour."

      "What time is it there?" he asked.

      "Just after seven at night."

      He paused and then said, "Make that twenty hours. That should be enough time for the banks to open and get the wire transfers going."

      "Okay," I agreed. "Twenty-hours, but are you—"

      The call disconnected.

      "What do you have?" I asked my wife. We were both in agent mode, the thought of her not being pregnant forgotten for the moment.

      "I have his location, but do you think he's being held for ransom?"

      I blew out a long breath. "Honestly, yes. This isn't like Nick. He's in Fiji with a client."

      "Right, but what if it has something to do with the client?"

      "Either way, he needs saving. Something is off."

      "What will happen after twenty hours?"

      I shrugged. "I don't even want to think about that."

      "Me either."

      I opened up the internet on my phone. "Let me look into flights for Fiji."

      "Hey"—she held her hand over the screen—"we can't just go to Fiji."

      "We have his location. I'm going to save my friend."

      "Think about this, PJ."

      "I am."

      She turned her phone so I could see what she had on it. "There was a tsunami, so there won't be any flights in or out."

      "Then what do we do? You know just as well as I do, they won't let him go once the money is transferred."

      "Unfortunately, there's nothing we can do."

      "Bullshit. We're fucking FBI, gorgeous. We have resources."

      "Resources we won't get authorization to use. Usually, during a hostage situation overseas, the family has to hire private security because our government doesn't want to deal with it."

      "Then I'm putting my own team together, and we'll go to get my friend."

      "Our friend," Joss stressed as she grabbed my arm, stopping me from leaving the bathroom. "Nick is our friend, but we have to do this smartly."

      "So, you agree we need to go get him?"

      She sighed and nodded. "Of course. After everything our group of friends has been through, I know you would beat yourself up if we let someone die when we could have saved him."

      "Good. I'm going to call the guys and see if they'll help. Can you work on the transport?"

      "Yeah. I know a few people with private security teams. Let me make some calls. Maybe they can come with us. I’m not sure our friends will want to go since they have families."

      That was true. Gabe was hesitant even to be a driver when we were working undercover.  Seth had a baby on the way, and Brad had just gotten married.

      But I was going.

      I hated to think that this was the reason Joss wasn't pregnant yet, but I knew things happened for a reason.
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      Twenty hours was cutting it close.

      That, of course, was if Paul understood what was going on.

      I knew that as soon as the money was in this guy's account, Ashleigh and I were going to get bullets between our eyes. Thank God for the time difference between Vegas and Fiji. The banks were closed there when I called, which gave Paul more time to find us, but not much. Even if he and Joss—or whoever he could find on short notice to come rescue us—had twenty hours to find us, it wasn't a lot of time because of the fourteen plus flight time. I didn't know how the FBI worked, and if they would get their own plane, but I had to have faith that everything would work out. That my best friend would come through as he had in the past for our other friends.

      The entire time Ashleigh and I sat in the cellar waiting, I kept hoping that Paul had picked up on the white building behind me. That he was able to triangulate where we were, and at any moment, I would hear a helicopter or gunfire or something to indicate that he was saving us. I also thought about Paul possibly not coming through.

      "For what it's worth," I said, "I had a good time this week."

      "Me too." Ashleigh put her head on my shoulder. "Not a bad way to spend our last week alive."

      "Let's not do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Think it's the end."

      She snorted. "Kinda hard not to."

      "I know." I sighed. We hadn't talked about my phone call with Paul. When we were thrown back into the cellar, I had indicated that we shouldn't talk in case there was some sort of listening device in the room. I didn't want those guys to know anything except that Paul was trying to get the money together. After a few minutes, I suggested, "How about we play a game."

      "A game?"

      "Yeah. Let's pretend we're on the plane on the way home. What's the first thing you're going to do when we land?"

      "Honestly, I'd love to take a shower."

      "Oh, yeah. I would love that too."

      "Is that the first thing you'd do?"

      "No." I shook my head. "I'd down a few shots of vodka first and turn on whatever baseball game is on."

      "I would love a drink right now … and food."

      "Yes," I approved. "What would be your last—"

      "Meal?"

      "Yeah, but I didn't mean—"

      "I know." She lifted her head. "It's just a game."

      "Yeah," I agreed, but it wasn't just a game, and we both knew it. All of this was to keep our minds off of what was really happening, and I had brought up a final meal. A meal we might never have.

      "I'd have a big juicy hamburger with bacon, blue cheese, and all the toppings, curly fries with ranch, and a strawberry milkshake."

      My stomach growled at her words. It had been at least twenty-four hours since we last ate. "We're going to get that as soon as we touchdown."

      "Yeah?"

      "Fuck yeah. Then we'll get drunk off vodka and fuck all night." I grinned, trying to lighten the situation.

      "But by then, your job will be complete."

      "True, but I'm still a man, and I like to fuck."

      "Yeah, you do." She laughed.

      I ran my finger down the slope of her neck. "I'd do anything to be at home inside of you right now."

      "I would too," Ashleigh whispered, looking into my eyes.

      I leaned in and brushed my lips against hers. It wasn't the kind of kiss I wished we were having, one that would lead to our clothes off and both of us satisfied, but it was one that felt right. As though the admiration we felt for each other was pure, and we both knew that Ashleigh had become more than a job to me. I didn’t know when it had happened, but she had become more.

      When we broke apart, she leaned her head on my shoulder again. "But for real, this has been the best week of my life. Thank you."

      I wanted to reply, "You’re welcome," but those two words didn’t feel right. It had been one of the best weeks of my life too. Sure, it was a job, and I was getting paid, but I honestly had never felt so comfortable with a single person as I had with Ashleigh. I had never cared about a woman as much as I cared for her, either.

      "You’ll meet a woman who you’ll start to care about, and then before you know it, you’ll never want to go a day without her."

      Well, fuck.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I hadn’t realized that we’d fallen asleep, but at some point, we had. Leaning against the wall with Ashleigh by my side, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs outside the cellar door that woke me. I didn’t know how long it had been since the phone call with Paul, but the footsteps didn’t sound hurried.

      A key slipped in the lock, and then the door opened. One of the goons set two bottles of water on the floor and left without a word, locking the door behind him.

      Ashleigh stirred. "Who was that?"

      "Just one of the guys bringing us water."

      "Finally. I'm so thirsty."

      I grabbed the bottles and handed her one. We each drank the entire bottle in one gulp.

      "Now I'm going to have to pee." She chuckled.

      I held up the empty bottle and winked. "I won't look."

      "Oh, God," she groaned. "I hope I don't have to do that."

      I started to pace, not having anything else to do and hoping that it was almost time for us to be set free. How criminals didn't lose their minds in their cells in jail and prison baffled me. I couldn't imagine spending years in a space so small. Though, they at least had a bed, a toilet, and possibly a fucking book to read. We had nothing but each other.

      "How do you think they know about Everleigh and Douglas?" Ashleigh asked.

      I shrugged. "Who the fuck knows. Dougie probably set all of this up."

      Her brown eyes widened. "You think so?"

      I thought for a moment. "I'm not sure."

      "It can't be random, can it?"

      "I doubt it. They probably do this all the time."

      "Really?"

      "I mean, it doesn't seem smooth sailing on their end, but I bet no one thought we were going to have a fucking tsunami happen."

      "So, you think they really did plan to pick up Everleigh?"

      I thought about her question before I answered, "I think so. I think both her and Dougie, and they were going to get money from his father."

      "Do you think they're still in danger?"

      "If they're still alive."

      She gasped. "What if they aren't? What if my parents aren't, either?"

      I walked over to her and wrapped her in my arms. "Let's not think about that until we're out of here."

      "Yeah. Hopefully, that's soon."

      I fucking hoped so.
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      We fell asleep again. This time, when I woke up it was because of gunfire. "Baby!" I shook Ashleigh as I stood. "He's here."

      "Who?" She rose, looking around, still trying to wake up.

      "Paul." I began pacing so I could be ready to get us out of here when the doors opened.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      "Is that …"

      "Gunfire," I confirmed.

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Pop. Pop.

      "Oh my God!" Ashleigh stood. "We're saved!"

      Pop.

      Pop.

      Pop. Pop. Pop.

      Pop.

      Pop!

      I jumped when I heard what sounded like a bullet hit the metal door. It was kicked open in a flash, and I thought I would see Paul on the other side, but it wasn't Paul.

      It was the leader.

      Before I could even blink, he grabbed Ashleigh, spun her around, and held a handgun to her head. Her beautiful brown eyes widened, and she stared back at me with terror in those eyes. "You think you're smarter than me?" the guy asked.

      "Whoa!" I held up my hands. "Let her go."

      He laughed. "Fuck you! I knew something was off with you two."

      Where the fuck was Paul?

      I could still hear gunfire above us, and I knew I needed to stall, to bide our time for Paul and his team to come down the stairs and shoot this fucker. But I didn't have time to stall because the leader pulled the trigger.
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      Click!

      I jumped, my eyes going as big as they could while I stared at the man I had fallen in love with in only a week.

      The man I had hired to be my date.

      The man who wasn't my boyfriend.

      The man who made me feel as though he had fallen too.

      I wanted to remember his face in the afterlife. Remember the time we shared in paradise and how everything was perfect.

      Until it wasn't.

      Until we had to run from a wave and ended up kidnapped.

      Until I had a gun to my head, and the man pulled the trigger.

      "No!" Nick shouted and rushed to us.

      The guy holding me threw me to the ground, and I turned around on my knees to see Nick on top of him, punching the guy in the face over and over and over and over.

      I didn't know what to do except stare.

      I couldn't do anything except just watch as the sound of gunfire still popped above us. It sounded as if we were in a war zone or something, and I hoped that no more bad guys would come down the stairs because I wasn't sure what would happen.

      Why wasn't I dead?

      Why wasn't I bleeding out on the cement floor of the cellar?

      Why wasn't I bleeding at all?

      "I'm going to fucking kill you!" Nick hissed, still punching the guy repeatedly. "You fucking shot my girl!"

      But he hadn't shot me. Or at least I didn't feel or see any blood when I reached up to double-check.

      The guy didn't reply. Instead, he laid there, taking blow after blow after blow.

      "Nick," I whispered, but he either didn't hear me or was ignoring me. "Nick!" I shouted. He turned his head, stopping his fist from flying. "I'm okay."

      He blinked as though he wasn't sure what—or who—he was looking at. Then he got off of the guy and moved to me, grabbing my cheeks with his bloody hands. "You're alive!"

      I nodded. "I don't think he shot me."

      Nick looked for an entry wound in my head. "I heard the gun click."

      "So did I, but"—I shrugged—"maybe it was empty?"

      "Fuck," he breathed and pulled me into his arms. "I thought I'd lost you."

      "Me too." I buried my face in his sweaty neck, and then I realized the gunfire above us had stopped. "Is it over?"

      "I don't know."

      I didn't hear footsteps as I had before, but in an instant, another man with a gun appeared behind Nick. I startled, trying to pull away from Nick's hold as though I could dodge another bullet. Then there was another man, and then another, and another, and then a woman. All of them with helmets and vests and camouflage, and it finally registered that these were the people Nick had called to rescue us.

      "Nick! Are you okay?" one of the guys asked.

      Nick turned and rushed into the man's arms. "Fuck, dude!"

      The woman came to me. "Are you okay?"

      I nodded, speechless.

      "You told me there were four men. There was more than that," the guy said to Nick, who was still hugging him.

      One of the guys was checking on the kidnapper. "He still has a pulse."

      "We've only seen four," Nick replied.

      "Well, luckily, we came prepared."

      The guys pulled apart, and Nick went to the next guy, hugging him before making his rounds to the next and then the final guy. After he hugged the woman, he reached out his hand for me and helped me stand. "Ash, this is Paul, Gabe, Seth, Brad, and Paul's wife, Joss."

      I felt as though I already knew the group of friends given the stories Nick had told me on the way here, and just like Nick, I hugged each one, thankful they had come for us. "It's nice to meet you all. Nick has told me so much about you."

      "It's good to meet you too," Paul replied. "Let's get you kids out of here."
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      Nick and I were driven to the other side of the island that wasn't impacted by the tsunami. The entire drive, he held my hand as I replayed everything over in my head. Was it good luck how everything had turned out, or bad luck? Or did it have nothing to do with luck at all, and it was Douglas's doing somehow? We still needed to figure out where my family was and if Douglas and his father were behind the kidnapping in some way.

      "What happens now?" Nick asked.

      Gabe was driving with Brad in the passenger seat of a black Suburban. Paul, Joss, and Seth were in another one, and there was another vehicle with four men—a private team Joss knew and had hired to come rescue us.

      "We go home," Gabe replied.

      I sucked in a quick breath. I wanted nothing more than to go home, but I couldn't leave. "What about my family?"

      "We can find out when we're home safe," Nick answered, squeezing my hand.

      "No." I shook my head. "I can't leave until I know."

      "Where were they when the tsunami hit?" Brad asked.

      I shrugged. "We don't know."

      "What has the news said about the tsunami?" Nick questioned.

      "That it hit, and the authorities are still searching for survivors," Gabe answered.

      "Any deaths?" Nick inquired further.

      "The last we heard, no," Gabe confirmed.

      I blew out a sigh of relief. "That's good."

      "See?" Nick pulled me closer to him. "Everything is going to be okay."

      I thought for a moment. "Yeah, but I can't leave without seeing them."

      "What if they already left?" Nick questioned.

      "You think … You think they would without knowing if I was okay?"

      He smiled tightly and looked at me as though I should know the answer. "Baby …"

      Nick was right. My family probably would leave without knowing if I had survived even though I thought we’d had a breakthrough, but that wasn't me. I loved my family—even my sister—and I wasn't going to leave without at least knowing they were alive. "I know, but I can't leave."

      He closed his eyes briefly and nodded slowly. "Okay, then we won't leave."

      Gabe and Brad shared a look, both of them grinning at each other as though they knew some sort of secret.

      Nick leaned forward and squeezed Gabe's shoulder. "Can you drive us to a hotel?"

      "Yeah, after we meet at the airport and go over the plan."
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      The airport Gabe drove us to wasn't the one we had flown into when we’d arrived. That one had been damaged by the tsunami. Brad had given me his phone while Gabe drove so I could try to find my family, but I didn't know any phone numbers to call because all the numbers were saved in my missing phone. I logged onto social media, and once again struck out. Everleigh, my mother, and Douglas hadn't posted since the night of the wedding. My father didn't have a page.

      I stayed in the car while everyone, including Nick, got out. We were still waiting for the other vehicle to arrive, and I knew there was nothing I could do while they came up with a new plan.

      The passenger door opened. It was Joss. "Nick said you're staying."

      "Just until I find out what happened to my family." I didn't even know where we would sleep, and I wanted a shower so badly.

      She held out her phone. "Press the call button. I got your mom's number."

      "Really?" My eyes widened, and I grabbed the phone.

      "I made a call." She shrugged.

      "Right." I chuckled. "FBI."

      "Yeah. Has its perks." She grinned.

      "Thank you for this." I held up the cell phone. "For all of this."

      "Of course. I hope she answers."

      "Me too." I smiled tightly and then hit the call button. It rang, and rang, and rang, and I thought she wasn't going to answer, but then the sound of her voice rang back in my ears.

      "Hello?"

      "Mom! It's me, Ashleigh."

      "Oh my God! Where are you? We've been so worried."

      "I'm on the other side of the island. Where are you?"

      "At an evacuation center."

      "All of you?"

      "No." She paused, and my heart stopped beating. "Everleigh and your father are here, and some of the other wedding guests, but no one has seen or heard from Douglas and his parents."

      I frowned. How was Everleigh there but not her husband? Even if they weren't in love, the marriage had taken place. I'd assumed they would need to keep up the ruse until they were back in New York. Plus, weren't they together when the warning came through?

      Mother continued, "The people running the center have said that flights should start going out again tomorrow from the airport on the other side."

      "That's where we are," I advised her.

      "Are you leaving?"

      "I—hold on." I held my hand over the phone and asked Joss, "Is there room for three more?"

      "Yeah, I think so."

      "My parents and sister are safe. Can we get them out of here too?"

      "Of course."

      I returned to the phone. "Mom, we have a private plane. We can get you and take you back to the US."

      "What about the Alexanders?"

      "Ask Evie what she wants to do."

      I waited as I heard whispering, and then Mom said, "She's fine leaving."

      "Okay." I nodded to Joss. "Find out what address you're at, and we'll come get you guys."
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      I wasn't letting Ashleigh out of my sight. I didn't care that she was with Paul and Joss and they were FBI. After everything that we'd been through the last two days, I had to make sure she made it home safely with my own two eyes. Until then, I was going everywhere with her, and that included going to get her family. Plus, I wanted to know what Everleigh knew since she was leaving without Dougie, and the kidnappers had wanted her originally.

      "What happened to the leader?" I asked.

      Paul looked at me in the rearview mirror as he drove. "Which one was the leader?"

      "The one in the cellar when you got to us."

      "The one you almost killed?"

      I nodded. "I would have if Ashleigh hadn't stopped me."

      "I was just telling you I was alive," Ashleigh responded.

      "I know." I squeezed her knee. "Thank fuck for that." And thank fuck the gun was out of bullets.

      Joss turned in her seat. "The guy was taken care of."

      "Killed?" I questioned.

      Joss nodded. "Yes."

      "So, you guys don't have answers about why we were taken?" Ashleigh probed.

      "Not yet, but on the way in, I looked into who owned the property where you were being held."

      "And what does that matter if you killed the guy?" I questioned, assuming the leader owned the land.

      "We didn't kill the person who owns the property," Joss stated.

      "Meaning someone else is behind it?" I inquired.

      "I'm not sure yet. Usually, with these missions, we move in fast, and it takes time to gather the information afterward—if at all. We aren't on US soil, and this isn't a Hostage Rescue Team authorized by the FBI."

      "We may never know then?" Ashleigh asked.

      "I didn't say that, either. You're part of our family now, so I’ll find out if you really want me to," Joss replied.

      Ashleigh looked over at me, and I replied to her silent question, "I want to know if your sister and Dougie are behind this."

      "Your sister, the one we’re going to get?" Paul questioned.

      "They thought I was her when they took us," Ashleigh answered.

      "They knew who you were by name?" Joss inquired.

      "Well, they called me by my sister’s name, and then we told them I wasn’t her, that I was her twin."

      "That was when I negotiated calling you." I squeezed Paul’s shoulder. "We don’t have the money Everleigh’s husband and family have."

      "Interesting," Joss said. "Usually kidnappers don’t know names, only assume Americans come from money and then take their chances on who to kidnap for ransom."

      "They seemed to know a lot about my sister and Douglas," Ashleigh advised.

      "Like what?" Paul asked.

      "Douglas’s parents’ names, where they live, and they knew they flew in on a private jet."

      "Maybe they have someone on the inside who works at the airport," Joss suggested.

      "Or someone at the hotel," I countered.

      "The hotel? How would they know about the private jet?" Ashleigh questioned, her brow furrowed.

      "I'm sure they can find out anything they want with the right people on their side. I'm almost certain the shuttle driver who left us on the side of the road was in on it," I indicated.

      "Was it a woman?" Joss asked.

      I arched my brow. "No?"

      "The owner of the land is a woman."

      "It has to be a family business then," Paul suggested.

      "Why do you say that?" Ashleigh wondered.

      "All the people keeping guard were men, and it makes sense that the mom would be on the deed, and her sons are the muscle."

      "Her sons are probably the shuttle driver and the leader guy," I stated.

      "Do you think the shuttle driver was killed too?" Ashleigh asked.

      I lifted a shoulder. "I hope so. I hope whoever was in on it knows they fucked with the wrong people."

      "I'll look into the employees of the resort," Joss said. "Hopefully, that will give us answers."

      I nodded, even though I was hoping that Everleigh had some answers to give too. I was going to grill her hard about why she wanted to leave without her new fucking husband.
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      Ashleigh and Joss went into the center while Paul and I waited in the SUV. There was no real reason for me to go inside since we knew her family was waiting for us to pick them up. Of course, Paul took the opportunity to ask me about the bet.

      "You own me a grand."

      "For what?" I asked, even though I knew what he was talking about.

      "You're in love with Ashleigh."

      I laughed. "No, I'm not."

      He turned in his seat and faced me. "Bullshit. I see it in the way you look at her."

      "I don't look at her any differently than the way I look at you, or anyone else for that matter."

      Paul chuckled. "Right. Keep telling yourself that, but you're wrong."

      "Maybe it's because we just went through some shit together, and she almost died in front of me."

      He thought for a moment. "That could be, but I will go double or nothing that once we get back to Vegas, you two will begin dating for real."

      Before I realized it, I was sticking out my hand to shake on the bet. "Deal."

      Paul turned back around, and we were silent as we continued to wait. I didn't care what he thought, I didn’t love Ashleigh. I cared about her a lot, but that wasn't love. And what I said to Paul was true: I almost saw her get killed in front of me. That shit would make anyone have more compassion for a person.

      Though, as I sat in the backseat waiting, I realized I was a fucking liar.
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      After Ashleigh and her family got into the vehicle, Paul started the engine and drove toward the airport where the plane was waiting.

      "You two smell," Everleigh stated, looking back at Ashleigh and me. We were in the third row of seats, while Everleigh and their parents had the middle row.

      I didn't think they knew we had been held captive or why Joss and Paul were here. I was leaving that up to Ashleigh to tell, and she did.

      "Aren't you curious who these people are and how we have a plane waiting?" Ashleigh asked.

      Everleigh started to open her mouth and then closed it. Finally, she said, "Actually, yes. Sorry. I thought you hired them to take us home since the airport was washed out. I didn't know they were important."

      God, I hated this bitch.

      I reached for Ashleigh's hand and kissed the back of it before she replied, "We were taken and held hostage for ransom after the tsunami. Paul and Joss are FBI agents and friends of Nick. They came and rescued us, so please forgive us for not smelling like roses after the hell we've been through. A hell you were supposed to be in and not us."

      Everleigh balked, while their parents gasped in shock. I nodded that Ashleigh was telling the truth.

      "What do you mean that I was supposed to be in?" Everleigh questioned.

      Ashleigh looked over at me, and I nodded. "It's as good as time as any."

      "They thought I was you," Ashleigh stated to Everleigh.

      "Me?"

      It was my turn. "They knew about you and Dougie. That you live in New York and came in on a private plane."

      "They did?" Earl asked.

      I nodded at their father. "Yes, so how the fuck—excuse my language—but how the fuck did they know that?"

      "I don't know," Everleigh admitted.

      "Are you sure? 'Cause it's suspicious you want to leave this island without your husband," I observed.

      "We haven't been able to get ahold of Doug or his parents," Everleigh replied.

      "Weren't you with him when the tsunami alert went off?" Ashleigh asked.

      "No. He was ..."

      "He was what?" Ashleigh questioned.

      Everleigh looked at her parents and then sighed. "Fine, I haven't heard from him since our wedding night. We had separate rooms since our marriage was for show."

      I was grinning on the inside like the Cheshire Cat. We were about to get answers. Answers Ashleigh needed so she could be happy.

      Everleigh continued, "The marriage is just a ruse." No one said anything. "You aren't shocked?" she asked Ashleigh.

      "I already knew that," my girl replied.

      "You did?"

      Ashleigh nodded. "Nick saw you and Douglas fighting the night before the wedding. He said he heard something about an agreement between you two because Douglas had to be married before age twenty-six to get his inheritance."

      "Oh," Everleigh exhaled.

      "But we don't know what the agreement is or why you would want to go through with it," I probed.

      Earl took a deep breath. "Because I'm sick."

      I blinked as Ashleigh gasped beside me. I wasn't expecting that answer.

      "You're sick?" Ashleigh whispered.

      Earl turned slightly so he could look at us behind him. "I have lung cancer due to asbestosis."

      "Asbestosis?" Ashleigh questioned. "How?"

      "Doc said I could have been exposed when I first started out as a mechanic thirty or so years ago. Some brake drums and brake pads contained asbestos back then."

      "Thirty years ago, and you just found out?" I questioned.

      Earl nodded. "It remained … What was the word the doc used, Dix?"

      "Dormant," Dixie replied.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" Ashleigh inquired.

      "Because we didn't want you to worry," Earl said.

      I placed my hand on Ashleigh's knee while she continued to question them. "But Everleigh knew. You trusted her enough—"

      "I only knew because they need money for the medical bills."

      Dixie turned and faced Ashleigh. "We didn’t tell her for a long time, but once the medical bills started piling up, we had to."

      Paul pulled up to the airport as I asked, "So Dougie only agreed to give you money if Everleigh married him before he was twenty-six so he could get his inheritance?"

      Everleigh took a deep breath. "Yes. When I got home from visiting them in Alabama, I walked in on him screwing my only friend in New York at the time. We were already engaged, and I’d thought it was love—real love—but it wasn't. I tried to break off the engagement, but he begged me to stay because of his inheritance. So, I agreed if he would pay all the medical bills for Dad, plus pay off their mortgage and their debt."

      I didn't like it, but it seemed Everleigh was smarter than I thought.
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      I thought my sister marrying my ex was the worst my family could do to me.

      I was wrong.

      I couldn't believe that my father was sick, and no one told me. I wasn't sure if they had ever planned on telling me. I wasn't able to question them further because we arrived at the airport, and it was time to leave, but I was going to get answers on our long flight to Vegas.

      It was time I got all the answers.

      "Are you sure you want to leave without your husband?" Joss asked Everleigh, stopping us from boarding the plane.

      "He hasn't called to make sure I was okay, so why should I care about him?" she replied.

      "Maybe he's dead," Nick stated.

      "Last we’d heard, there weren't any casualties," Everleigh said. "Everyone at the center was checking continuously."

      "When was the last time you tried to call him?" I asked.

      Everleigh looked at our parents, and Mom said, "It's been a few hours now, I think."

      "Then maybe he's being held hostage too." Nick grunted a sarcastic laugh. "Wouldn't that be some shit?"

      One of the men from the private team came over and whispered something into Joss's ear. She nodded and then turned back to us. "We have to go now. Last chance to stay and see if you can find him."

      "Let's go home. I'll find out either way."

      "We're going back to Vegas," I said, meaning Las Vegas wasn't her home. "We'll have to get you a flight home from there."

      "Oh, right. That's fine. I just want out of here."

      I looked at Nick, and he shrugged before wrapping his arm across my shoulders and leading me toward the stairs of the plane. "Not our problem, baby."

      Everyone boarded the plane. The guys were celebrating a successful mission with drinks because that was what Nick and I were: a mission. It was crazy to think that one minute everything had been going well, and the next, we were a mission for mercenaries and FBI agents. But we were safe and going home, and the people I cared the most about—even Nick—were all safe.

      We had all survived.

      To my surprise, there was a flight attendant, and after the plane was in the air, she got us all drinks and food.

      The successful mission party continued in the air, and after I ate, I went into the bathroom to freshen up. There was no shower, but a paper towel with soap and water was better than nothing. There were also a few new toothbrushes and toothpaste I was able to use. When I got out, Everleigh grabbed my arm to stop me as I tried to go back to my seat next to Nick.

      "Sit with me for a few? I need to tell you something."

      Nick was drinking and laughing with his friends, so I took Everleigh up on her offer because I wanted answers. "Yeah?"

      "I thought you weren't mad at me anymore?"

      I rolled my eyes. "I wasn't until Nick told me your wedding was a sham—"

      "I did it for Dad."

      "I know that now, but I was also kidnapped and held hostage because of you."

      "I had nothing to do with that."

      I sighed. "Maybe it wasn't you who arranged it, but they wanted you. Everyone always wants you." I hadn't actually thought that in several years until the words left my mouth, but it was true. Everyone always wanted my beauty queen sister, and it had almost cost me my life.

      "Yeah, well, not Doug. He wanted the image of me."

      "Because he cheated on you and made you marry him for money?"

      "And he left me to die in a tsunami," she whispered and looked out the tiny window.

      I blinked, not sure I'd heard her correctly. "What?"

      "We obviously spent our wedding night in separate rooms—we’ve had separate rooms the entire time. When I got the alert, I called him. He said he was already on his way to the airport with his parents."

      "He was already headed to the airport?"

      "That's what he said."

      "That doesn't make sense. How was he already on his way to the airport when we all got the tsunami warning? He needed you for the ruse."

      "Maybe he lied." She shrugged.

      "I wouldn't be surprised."

      "And that makes me feel more like shit. My husband left me to die. The marriage was done, and he didn't need me anymore."

      "Well, you didn't die, and when he realizes that, we'll make him pay."

      "How?"

      I took a deep breath. "I don't know yet."

      The flight attendant came over to us with fresh drinks. I stole a quick glance at my parents, who were either sleeping or trying to sleep even with the guys celebrating. If I hadn’t wanted more answers, I would have tried to sleep too.

      "I’m pissed you didn't tell me Dad is dying."

      "I wanted to, but since we haven't spoken since that night, I knew Mom needed to be the one to tell you."

      "Tell me what you know." I took a big gulp of my vodka cranberry.

      "I don't know much because they didn't want me to worry, just like they didn't want you to worry, but I know that it was caught early, and he is going through some sort of treatment."

      "But he's dying."

      She looked at our parents, and then back at me. "Yeah, but they're hopeful it won't spread or whatever. Since we found out, and I made the agreement with Doug, Dad came to New York to see a specialist."

      "How long are they giving him?"

      "The docs in Mobile said five years, but that was before he went to New York. They are hoping for longer."

      I closed my eyes briefly. "And when was he diagnosed?"

      Everleigh thought for a moment. "It's been about a year now."

      "A year?" I snapped. "You've all known for a year?"

      She nodded.

      "So, we might only have four years left with him?"

      "Or more. The docs in New York are trying everything they can."

      "Then we definitely need Douglas to know you're alive." I paused, hating my next sentence. "We need his money."

      "And that's why I did it."

      I took another sip of my drink. "But, you did love him at one time?"

      She stared at me for a few seconds. "I did."

      "How could you do that to me?"

      Everleigh chugged her vodka cranberry. "Honestly, we were both drunk. I didn't mean for it to happen that night."

      "But you continued to date him, Evie."

      "I know." She blew out a breath. "At first, I continued the relationship with him because I was getting back at you."

      "Getting back at me? For what?" I furrowed my brow.

      "I've always been jealous of how smart you are. You got to move to New York and go to college, while I stayed in our Podunk town."

      I snorted. "You cared more about your looks than books, Evie."

      "Because that was all I had. You had both. I wanted both."

      "You can't be serious." I chuckled again.

      "I am, and when your boyfriend hit on me, I took that opportunity to get back at you."

      "But I didn't do anything to you," I hissed.

      In an instant, Nick was standing in the aisle next to me. "Everything okay?"

      I looked up at him. "Yes. Just getting answers."

      He leaned down and kissed my lips softly. "Let me know if you need me."

      "I will." I smiled.

      He winked and walked back toward the bathroom.

      "Has … Has he said anything else to you?" Everleigh asked.

      "What do you mean?"

      She finished her drink. "I might have hit on him the night of the meet and greet."

      I wanted to be pissed. I wanted to stand up and yell at her that, once again, she was trying to take my boyfriend, but Nick wasn't my boyfriend. I also wanted to be mad at Nick for not telling me, but I understood he wanted to protect me. He had tried to do that since day one. I closed my eyes and sighed. "Seriously?"

      "I’m sorry. I was drunk, and you snagged a hot one."

      "So, what you’re saying is I can’t let you drink"—I motioned with my head at her empty glass on the tray—"around my boyfriends."

      "Boyfriends? Are you and Nick breaking up or something?"

      "I …"

      That was exactly what was going to happen, and I hated it. A part of me had thought I wouldn’t have to tell my family that Nick and I broke up because I never expected to mend my relationship with them. I had expected to attend the wedding, have fun in Fiji, and then go home. I never planned to fall for Nick, and I felt like our breakup was going to be real.

      "I don’t think so," I lied.

      "I hope not. I like him, and not just because I hit on him, which I’m sorry about."

      Joss gasped out of the blue, and everyone looked at her. She was looking at her laptop.

      "What’s wrong?" Paul asked.

      "I just came across a report." She looked over at Everleigh and me. "They found four bodies at the airport that got hit by the tsunami."

      I whipped my head toward my sister and asked her, "Do you think it could be Douglas?"

      Everleigh lifted a shoulder. "I don’t know."

      "Did he go to the airport?" Nick inquired.

      Everleigh closed her eyes briefly. "Yes, Doug and his parents left me behind and went to the airport."

      "What if it’s them?" Paul asked.

      "Honestly, I wouldn’t care," Everleigh responded.

      "What about the entire reason why you agreed to marry him?" Nick questioned.

      "You mean the agreement?" she asked.

      He nodded. "Yeah. What happens if he’s dead?"

      Everleigh looked back at our father, who had woken up from the commotion. "I … I don’t know," she said.

      "What’s the agreement?" Joss inquired.

      "Doug needed to get married before his twenty-sixth birthday, so he could get his entire inheritance from his grandpa, so we signed some agreement his dad had prepared."

      "A prenup?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "No, it wasn’t a prenup. New York has some sort of spousal protection law, so they just wanted me to sign an agreement about what I would get from the marriage."

      "Does it say anything about what happens if Douglas dies?" I questioned.

      "I don’t remember."

      "What about the important parts? Like how long you have to stay married, how the money factors in for Dad, stuff like that?" I asked.

      "I get an allowance for as long as we stay married, and there’s a part about paying the medical bills for Dad."

      "And does he get the inheritance in full?" Nick questioned. "Because if he does, he can just divorce you right away, right?"

      "As far as I know, it’s paid in full, but again, the spousal protection law."

      "And what is that?" Joss asked.

      "I get half or a payout if Doug leaves me out of his will, or I get something while we're married."

      "Unless he divorces you after he gets the inheritance," Paul stated.

      "Aw, man," Nick groaned. "You got played. That's exactly what he's going to do."

      "What?" Everleigh blinked.

      "He's right." I shook my head slowly. That fucking asshole. "He conned you."

      "I don't understand."

      I grabbed her hands and faced her the best I could in the seat of the plane. "He never intended to stay married to you after he gets his money."

      "I don't believe this." She looked out the tiny window. "I thought I was—"

      "Hey"—I squeezed her hands that were still in mine—"it's okay. We'll figure this out."

      I didn't know how, but I’d help with the medical bills for my father. I had to. Even though they had tried to shut me out, I still loved my family.
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      The party seemed to die at the realization that my sister had been duped, and eventually, everyone fell asleep. After we landed in Vegas, Paul and Joss took my family to check into a hotel. They were going to stay a few days before getting a flight home. Everleigh still hadn't heard from Douglas, and the four bodies that had been found hadn't been identified the last Joss checked.

      Gabe offered to take Nick and me home. When we pulled up to my townhouse, Nick followed me to the door.

      "Tell your boss to charge the same credit card for the extra days," I said as we stood outside my door.

      Nick grunted. "I don't want your money. We almost died."

      "I know, but—"

      "But nothing. It wasn't your fault there was a natural disaster."

      "But it was my fault we were kidnapped."

      He cupped my cheek. "We don't know whose fault it was. For all we know, Dougie hired those guys to murder Everleigh."

      My eyes widened. "You think so?"

      Nick shrugged. "After learning about the agreement, I wouldn't put it past that fucker."

      I closed my eyes briefly, Nick's hand still on my cheek. "I can't believe all of this."

      "Me either." He finally dropped his hand, and I knew our time together was about to end. "But honestly, up until the tsunami warning, I had a really great time."

      "Me too," I agreed, and then admitted before I realized the words were leaving my mouth, "I couldn't imagine spending those days with anyone else."

      He leaned in and softly pressed his lips to mine. "Me either. Are you going to be okay tonight?"

      I furrowed my brow. "What do you mean?"

      "We went through some shit. Are you okay being alone?"

      "I—"

      "Fuck it. I'm staying, okay?"

      I blinked. I hadn't thought about being alone because everything has been go, go, go, since we were rescued, and now all I thought about was never seeing Nick again.

      "I mean, I don't—"

      "No!" I bellowed. "I want you to stay. I just didn't think you would want to."

      "There's no way I can go home on our first night back after everything. I'll be up all night worrying."

      My heart was fluttering in my chest. My face was beaming, and I couldn't hide my excitement that he wanted to stay the night because otherwise he would worry about me.

      "I'll just go tell Gabe he can leave." He hooked his thumb toward the street.

      "Okay."

      While Nick went to say goodbye to Gabe, I turned to open my door but realized I didn’t have a key. Everything had been stolen or left behind. I ran to Nick. "Wait!"

      He turned from talking through the open passenger window to Gabe. "What's wrong?"

      "I don't have a key to get in."

      Nick drew his head back. "Shit. I don't have a key to my place, either."

      "My friend Adriane has a key, but I don't know her number by heart." I could log into Facebook on Gabe's phone and send her a message, but I wasn't sure when she would get it.

      "We could call Paul to see if he can find it," Nick suggested as he looked at Gabe.

      "Yeah, call him, and while you're at it, make sure you tell him you're staying the night," Gabe replied.

      I furrowed my brow. Gabe didn't say it maliciously but more as though he knew some sort of secret, and Paul would get a kick out of it. "Ummm ..."

      "I need your phone then." Nick reached out his hand for Gabe's phone.

      Gabe handed Nick his phone, and I stood there and waited while he made the call. If it weren't for the private plane, I wasn't sure how we would have made it home. Not only did we not have phones and our keys, but we also didn't have our passports or driver's licenses. We literally had the stinky, dirty clothes on our backs.

      Everything was so fucked up.But Nick wanted to spend one more night together, and that made me happy.

      "Hey, it's Nick … I don't have mine … Right. So, Ashleigh and I don't have keys to our houses, and she said her friend could … Oh, right … Yeah, meet us there." He hung up. "Change of plans. We're going to my place. Paul has my spare key."
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      Nick didn't live far from me. When Gabe pulled up to the two-story house, Paul and Joss were already there.

      "Fucker went inside already, didn't he?" Nick grumbled as he got out of Gabe's SUV.

      Gabe laughed, still in the car. "You know how he is."

      "He's lucky he's a federal agent, or I would kick his ass for trespassing."

      I chuckled. I didn't know these guys all that well—obviously—but I could tell that they were all close and cared for each other. Clearly, that was the case since Gabe, Seth, and Brad had all left their wives to rescue us. I couldn't imagine what the women must have thought, knowing that their men were going on a rescue mission. Thankfully, all of the guys survived.

      "Thank you for everything," I said to Gabe, even though I had already thanked him when he tried to drop me off at my place. He nodded his acceptance.

      "Tell Autumn thank you, as well." Nick held out his hand to shake Gabe's. "I know she was probably worried sick, and I appreciate it."

      "I will, and hopefully this is the last time any of my friends are in fucking danger."

      "Ain't that the truth? Galen is the last one to fall—"

      I looked at Nick as he rubbed the back of his neck, not finishing his sentence.

      Gabe grinned. "Yeah, he is, but I have a feeling his story won't be as life-threatening."

      "He's a firefighter, so maybe it will be." Nick grinned.

      "Guess we'll see."

      "We will," Nick replied. "Thanks again for everything."

      "Always."

      Gabe drove off, and Nick and I walked up the driveway. When we got to the front door, Nick walked inside.

      "We came in to turn on your AC and stuff," Joss stated.

      Nick nodded. "Cool. Thank you."

      Paul handed him a key. "I want this back."

      "It's my house."

      "And you gave me a key in case you ever locked yourself out."

      "I know."

      "So, I want it back."

      "Okay." Nick stopped arguing.

      Joss tugged on Paul's hand. "Let's go home."

      Paul stopped just outside the door and turned to Nick. "I expect cash."

      "Fuck off." Nick slammed the door.

      "What was that about?" I asked.

      "Nothing." He grabbed my hand. "Let's order food and then take a shower."

      We started up the stairs. He didn't bother giving me a tour. "Do you owe him money for rescuing us?"

      Nick stopped mid-step. "What? No, of course not."

      "Oh. The cash is for something else?"

      He snickered. "Yeah, it is." He led me to a spare room where there was a computer. "Thank God we can order food online and I didn't take all of my credit cards to Fiji, or we'd be fucked."

      "Yeah, it's strange not having a cell phone either."

      "Tomorrow, before I drive you home, we'll stop and get phones."

      "Don't we need IDs to do that?"

      "Well, fuck." He blew out a breath. "We'll figure something out."

      "Okay." I smiled as the computer started to boot up.

      "So, burgers?"

      My grin widened, remembering how we said we'd eat burgers first thing when we got home. "Burgers," I agreed.
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      I. Was. Fucked.

      Not only had I more or less admitted to Gabe and Paul that I’d fallen in love with Ashleigh, but I'd fucking fallen in love with Ashleigh. And I knew it wasn't only because we had endured a scary situation together.

      I had fallen for her before then.

      I just didn't know what to do about it.

      Without Saddles & Racks, I had no means of making an income. I had money in the bank, but that would only get me so far. And what if Ashleigh didn't want anything serious with me? Could I still work for Saddles & Racks, knowing that the person I loved didn't love me back? I'd never been put in the situation where I could potentially have my heart broken, and it fucking scared the shit out of me.

      So, I did what I knew how to do—if only for one more night.

      While we waited for our food to arrive, I led Ashleigh to my bedroom and into the connecting bathroom. We began to strip off our clothes. "I say we burn these and never wear this shit again," I suggested.

      "I'm going to need something to wear tomorrow." She lifted off her tank top.

      "I'm sure I can find you something to wear." I discarded my T-shirt.

      She gave me a what the fuck look as she took off her shorts. "You seriously think I can fit in your clothes?"

      Yes, Ashleigh was curvier than me, but that was what I loved about her. See, it just comes out without me knowing. I love her. "I have basketball shorts that your fine ass will fit in. Don't you worry."

      "Well, let's wait to burn our clothes after we know for sure."

      I took off my shorts. "Fine, but you're not going to be needing any clothes for the rest of the night."

      Ashleigh bit her bottom lip. "Good."

      I groaned deep in my throat and moved to her, cupping the back of her neck and bringing her face to mine. Our lips met, and I didn't hesitate to devour her mouth, slipping my tongue inside to work with hers. It had been days since we'd last kissed with the passion and lust we shared, and I was starving for more than just food.

      Backing her up, I reached inside the shower and turned on the water, hoping I would get the temperature right. I couldn't break the kiss because I needed her that much. I needed her to know that even after not showering for days, I still wanted her, and I still found her sexy as hell.

      "I need to go grab a condom," I said against her mouth.

      "Okay." Her eyes fluttered open.

      "Get the water just right, and I'll be back." I left her and went to the stash I had for my dates, and then hurried back.

      We had about twenty minutes before our food would arrive, and I wasn't going to waste a second of it. My dick was already at full mast when I returned, and I discarded my boxers and slipped on the condom before stepping inside the shower behind Ashleigh. We were no strangers to shower sex. Every morning—and sometimes at night—we showered together in Fiji. So, like a well-choreographed dance, I tangoed with more than just her mouth.
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      "A part of me thought I'd never get to eat a burger again." Ashleigh sighed and leaned back on the couch.

      "Me too," I groaned as I leaned back.

      We had both polished off our burgers and fries, and I was stuffed, but that was the best fucking burger I'd ever had. It was amazing how everything seemed different after a traumatic event.

      She yawned. "It's going to be either weird or the best night of sleep ever sleeping in a bed again."

      "Not just any bed." I grinned. "My bed."

      "Is it comfortable?"

      "Only one way to find out." I stood and held out my hand for her to take.

      It hit me as I wrapped her in my arms after we crawled into my bed naked that it was the first time I would be sharing my bed—and with the woman I never wanted to leave it.

      Fuck …

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I woke with a hard dick.

      Wasn't the first time I had since I started dating Ashleigh a week ago, but I was certain we hadn't moved a muscle the entire time we slept. Well, besides the muscle that was resting against her ass perfectly.

      The problem was, I wasn't any clearer on what to do about us.

      I wanted there to be an us, but there was no way I could quit my job on a whim, and I knew that a woman who wanted to come home each night to one man wouldn't be okay with dating a male escort. Everyone I knew who had tried to make a relationship work while staying in the game had failed and had their heart broken.

      I didn't want my heart broken, and maybe I was a coward, but I couldn't tell Ashleigh how I felt, because even if she did feel the same way, I couldn't quit Saddles & Racks. I had no military or gun training like Gabe, Paul, and Brad, and I wasn't a teacher like Vinny. I literally had nothing to fall back on or offer Ashleigh. There was no way she would want to be with a loser like me. So, once again, and for the last time, I did what I knew how to do.

      Except this time was more.

      Brushing Ashleigh's long brown hair out of the way, I leaned forward and pressed feather-like kisses along her smooth, tanned skin. She stirred, moaning as she turned onto her back.

      "I'm going to miss waking up to this."

      I didn't respond. Instead, I moved to rest between her parted legs, and kissed my way down her throat to her breasts, giving each one attention and making her arch her back. I didn't stop my feasting, moving down to kiss her stomach on my way to her pussy.

      Her pussy that I was going to miss the taste of.

      Her pussy that I was going to miss having wrapped around my dick.

      Ashleigh spread her legs farther apart, already knowing my intention. When I took my first swipe, she hissed and grabbed fistfuls of my hair. She tugged as I devoured her, getting my fill and trying to ingrain her taste in my memory. Adding fingers, I worked her fast, curving them just right.

      "I'm gonna come," she moaned.

      I didn't stop, couldn't even if I’d wanted to, which I didn't. I needed to taste her cum as she clenched my head between her thighs, tipping over the edge. And when she did, I sucked her, drinking every drop of her arousal.

      "God, you taste good. All of you. Every fucking inch." I rose and leaned over to the nightstand, grabbing a condom and rolling it on.

      She looked up at me in a blissful haze, and I took a mental picture so I could remember that look forever. It pained me to know that someone else in the future would cause that look and get to hear her moans, taste her skin, feel her pussy clench around their dick.

      All because I was a coward and a liar.

      Ashleigh started to turn to get on all fours. It was usually how we fucked because I loved her ass and watching my balls slap against her as I pounded into her.

      Not today.

      "No," I said and reached out to stop her. Missionary wasn't my style, but being the selfish prick everyone thought I was, I needed it for our last time.

      She gave me a confused look but then turned to lie on her back. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her what I needed—what I wanted—but again, I didn't. Instead, I sank between her parted legs, grabbed her hands, and pulled her arms over her head while I moved inside of her. She closed her eyes.

      "Look at me," I whispered, and as we stared at each other, I had the feeling that she knew what I was doing.

      This was goodbye.
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      My heart felt heavy.

      Never had I ever thought that Nicholas Hawkins would make love, but he did. And he didn’t just make love, he made love to me. Slow, passionate lovemaking until we both came. As we laid together, I knew it was the final time unless I hired him again, which I wasn't going to. Not because I didn't want to keep seeing him, but because I didn't think my heart could handle it. I knew what he did for a living, and I wanted to find someone I didn't have to share, even if it was his job.

      And what was I going to do? Say, "Hey, we just went through some shit, but before that, I fell in love with you, and I was wondering if you'd quit your job to be with me?"

      Yeah, right.

      Finally, we got out of bed, and Nick found shorts and a T-shirt for me to wear.

      "I look like a slob," I said, looking at myself in the mirror.

      "You're beautiful."

      I smiled back at him. "Thank you, but I can't believe we're going out in public with me dressed like this."

      "See if your friend messaged you back, and then you can get your own clothes."

      After Nick had ordered our burgers the night before, I’d sent a message to Adriane to let her know that I was back in town safe, but I had lost my phone and keys. She had sent me a message asking if I was in the tsunami, and I just gave her the bare minimum of information. I didn't go into detail because I wasn't ready to tell her, especially over social media, about the kidnapping ordeal.

      "Yeah, let me go check."

      "I'll see what I have in the fridge to make to eat, and also fix us coffee."

      "Okay."

      Nick kissed my cheek and then went downstairs while I went to his other room where the computer was. After it booted up, I logged into Facebook. There were two messages: one from Adriane, and the other from my sister. I read Adriane's first:

      
        
        I'm so glad you're home safe. I was so worried about you and, of course, I've missed you! Can't wait to hear about your brains being fucked out of your head! I'll stop by before work and put the key under the teal flower pot on your patio. Call me when you get your new phone.

      

      

      Adriane was the reason why I’d hired Nick. She'd told me her boss was married to a cop who had male escorts as friends—was that Seth, who had come to rescue us? It had to be, right?

      I read my sister's message next:

      
        
        I called the doorman at my apartment in New York. He said Doug hasn't come home. Do you know how I can find out if the bodies are him and his parents? Call me. Love you!

      

      

      I sent her a message back, telling her that I didn't have my phone, but I would call her once I had one and asked her for her number. I also told her that I would see if I could find out about the bodies.

      "Hey," I said, walking into the kitchen. "My key should be at my place. My friend left it under a flower pot."

      "Great. I'm making us coffee. I don't trust my eggs to still be good, so after we drink our coffee, we'll stop by and get you a change of clothes."

      "You can just drop me off if you want."

      He turned and leaned against the counter, crossing his arms and legs. A coffee cup was behind him, filling with java goodness from his Keurig. "Trying to get rid of me?"

      "No." I snorted. "I just don't want you to feel like you need to cart me around town."

      "We're in the same situation, Ash. We both need to go to the DMV, and we both need to get new phones. I don't mind going with you. You know we'll be at the DMV for hours, so we might as well go together."

      Of course, I wanted to go with him, but I felt as though he was saying goodbye to me earlier, and I didn't want him to feel obligated to still spend time with me. "Okay. Also, I heard from Everleigh."

      "What hotel are they at?"

      "Actually, she didn't say."

      The coffee stopped, and Nick turned around and grabbed the mug before handing it to me. He went to the fridge for creamer. "What did she say then?"

      "She said that she contacted her building, and Douglas hadn’t been home. She wants to know how to find out if the bodies are him and his parents."

      The jug of creamer halted in his outreached hand for a second. "Do we really think it could be?"

      I shrugged as I grabbed the bottle. "We know that they left to go to that airport."

      He went to the Keurig and started a cup of coffee for himself. "Once we get phones, I'll call Paul and see if he or Joss can find out anything."
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      We drank our coffee and then headed back to my place. I found the key under the flower pot. "Make yourself at home," I said as I opened the door. "I'll be quick."

      "I'm in no rush." Nick smiled. I was going to miss that smile.

      I went upstairs to my bedroom and threw on shorts and a tank top. I brushed my hair and teeth and put on light makeup, hoping I wasn't going to have to take a new driver's license picture. Just like Nick, I hadn't taken all of my credit cards with me to Fiji. He had used his last night to get us dinner through the delivery service, so I grabbed one and then went back downstairs. Nick had made himself at home by sitting on my couch with his feet on my coffee table and watching TV. I liked seeing him comfortable in my space. I was comfortable in his home, too.

      "Ready?" I asked.

      "Yep." He clicked off the television and followed me to the front door. "Look at us running errands together like an old married couple."

      "Who are you calling old?" I chuckled.

      He laughed. "Touché. I am older than you, though."

      I locked my door. "Yeah, and you'll be forty before me."

      "Forty ain't old," he countered as we walked toward his Land Rover. "Some of my friends are pushing forty."

      "The ones who came to Fiji?"

      He nodded and opened my door. I slid in. "Yeah. Well, not pushing forty, but most of them are in their thirties." Nick got in on his side.

      "I remember when I thought thirty was old. Now that it's less than five years away, I don't think it's old at all."

      "Same. I'm still going to be able to get drunk and fuck all night for my Dirty Thirty in less than three years."

      "I don't doubt that." I chuckled. "Do you already have plans?"

      He shook his head and pulled away from the curb. "Nah, but I can tell you this, I'm not going back to Fiji."
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      Just like any other time, the DMV was packed, but lucky for us, there was a kiosk to get replacement driver's licenses, and it didn't take long at all. It was the fastest I'd ever been in and out of a DMV.

      When we had our paper copies, Nick drove us to the cell phone store. Thankfully, we had the same provider. While he was getting his phone, I was setting mine up so I could call Everleigh and see if she had an update before I bothered Joss.

      "Hello?"

      "It's Ash."

      "Finally, I have your number."

      "Yeah." I smiled as I looked over at Nick. He had a lot to do with my rekindled relationship with my sister. "We're good now. Any updates?"

      "No, I haven't found out anything or heard from Doug."

      "Nick is getting his phone now, and then he said he'd call Paul to see if he could find out for you."

      "Thank you. I really appreciate it."

      "What are you guys up to?"

      "We're staying at Excalibur on The Strip, and we took the tram this morning to Luxor and Mandalay Bay, but Dad got tired, and now we're resting."

      How did I not see that my father was sick? The entire time we were in Fiji, I knew he was being quiet, but I thought it had to do with the drama and choosing to stay out of it. Maybe he just wasn't feeling well but had to put on a show because his daughter was getting married. Apparently, everyone was putting on a show.

      "I can have Nick drop me off. We haven't had lunch yet, and I'm starving if you guys want to grab a bite."

      I heard her cover the phone with her hand, but I could still make out what she said. "Ash wants to know if we want to meet up for lunch?" She came back on the phone. "Yeah. Let me give you our room number."

      She did, and then we hung up. Nick came over to me. "I talked to Everleigh. Can you drop me off at Excalibur? I’m going to have lunch with my family."

      "Oh." He pulled his head back. "Right, I have shit to do too. Like, call my boss and whatever."

      I frowned slightly. The plan was to do the DMV and get new cell phones. I didn't think he'd want to spend more time with me, especially since I wasn't paying him. "I mean—"

      He smiled warmly. "No worries, baby. Go spend time with your family while they're here."

      "Can you still see if Paul and Joss can find out anything about Douglas?"

      "Sure thing. I'll text or call you if they find anything out."

      "Thank you."

      We put each other's numbers in our new phones before heading back to his SUV. The entire drive to the hotel was quiet and unlike us. It was really starting to sink in that this was the end. I would get out of his car, say goodbye, and then we would both go back to our normal lives.

      Nick pulled up to the main entrance for the hotel and stopped behind a taxi. "Thank you for everything," I said, not knowing what else to say.

      "You know you can call me if you ever need anything, right?"

      I smiled. "Thank you. I'll remember that."

      He leaned over slightly and cupped my cheek. "Even though we almost died, I really wouldn't change anything about that trip—well, okay. I would change the ending." We both chuckled. "I had a good time, and I'm grateful that you took me with you. I'm going to miss you."

      I felt my throat start to close, and tears prick my eyes. "I'm going to miss you too."

      He leaned in farther and brushed his lips to mine. "Any man would be lucky to call you his, and I know that one day you'll find that guy who will come home to you every night."

      I nodded, not able to say anything. The tears were threatening to spill over, and I didn't want to cry in front of him. I couldn't let him know that my stupid heart wanted him to come home to me every night.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a hotel worker approaching. Nick saw too. "I gotta go before they make me pay to park or something. Take care of yourself, okay?"

      "You too," I whispered.

      He leaned in again and pressed his lips to mine one final time.
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      Two days later, my bed still smelled like Ashleigh, and I struggled to start my day. Maybe that was because I couldn't get her out of my head. I'd only texted her once to tell her that Paul and Joss were trying to get in touch with the authorities in Fiji but hadn't been successful. For all I knew—because Ashleigh hadn't told me either way—Dougie had made contact with Everleigh, and she was going back to New York to deal with her fake marriage.

      It felt like the author of that story had stopped writing the book halfway through, and there was nothing except blank pages now. Oh, who was I kidding? I didn't fucking read books, but I still wanted to know what would happen with Ashleigh and her family. I needed to know if Dougie was behind the kidnapping because it was odd to me that he went to the airport without Everleigh, even if the marriage was a sham. I thought he would need his new bride by his side to collect his inheritance.

      My phone chimed with a text, and I reached over and grabbed it off the nightstand.

      Mark: Are you ready to work again?

      After I'd dropped Ashleigh off at Excalibur, I called my boss to tell him I was back in town but needed a few days because shit had gone down. He was used to the drama happening with his guys, except—unlike my friends—mine wasn't causing me to get out of the game.

      I started to text him back but hesitated. My mind went to Ashleigh again, and I closed my eyes. This was why I didn't date outside of Saddles & Racks. This was why I had never gotten attached to a woman before.

      This was why I didn't do love.

      But I was in love with her. I could lie to her, my friends, and even myself, but my heart knew the truth. I thought about that saying, to get over someone you had to get under another—or whatever it was—and then I texted Mark back.

      Me: Yes, of course.

      He texted back a few seconds later: Great. You have a date tonight. Check your back office.
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      My date was with a new client. She wanted to go for drinks followed by dancing and then—you know. It, of course, didn't say that she wanted to end the night in her hotel room, but I knew. A woman wasn't going to pay to have drinks and a few hours out on the dance floor when she could go to any bar or club in Vegas and get that for free with a random guy. She wanted what Saddles & Racks offered: a fun, no strings attached, safe date that ended with an orgasm—or two or three or more.

      No strings attached unless you fucking fell in love with your client.

      After I got ready for my date, I drove to The Cromwell on The Strip. I left my car with the valet and then headed inside to meet my client at the cocktail lounge behind the check-in desk. I didn't know what she looked like other than she had blonde hair, blue eyes, and would be dressed in a black mini skirt and a red top.

      It didn't take me long to spot Angie sitting at the gold and black circular bar. When she saw me approaching, she almost choked on her drink.

      "You okay?" I asked as she stood to greet me.

      "Yes. Sorry. You're …"

      "Yes?" I prompted with a smile.

      She turned as red as her blouse. "You're hotter in person."

      My grin widened. "Thank you. You're stunning yourself." I gave her a hug. I always opened with a compliment about their looks to put them at ease. It would roll off my tongue even if it wasn't true. I was good at lying.

      There wasn't a seat open for me to take, but I didn't mind. I leaned against the bar top casually and faced Angie. "Do you come to Vegas often?"

      "Not anymore. When I was in my twenties, I would come at least once a year."

      "What brings you to town now?"

      "I recently got divorced and wanted to"—she shrugged—"let loose."

      The bartender approached. "What can I get ya?"

      "Salty dog with Tito's and"—I pointed at Angie's drink—"What are you having?"

      "Just a vodka cranberry."

      I hesitated for a split second, remembering that was what Ashleigh liked to drink, and then ordered for Angie. "And another vodka cranberry."

      The bartender started to make our drinks, and Angie asked, "What's a salty dog?"

      "Vodka—or gin—and grapefruit with salt on the rim."

      "Oh, man. I thought a vodka and cranberry was sour. I can't imagine grapefruit juice."

      "I think it's sweeter, actually."

      "Really?"

      I nodded as the bartender slid my drink in front of me. I picked it up and held the straw out to Angie. "Here, try it."

      She took the straw between her lips, and usually, I would watch, pretending I was getting turned on in some way, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw a tall brunette. I turned my head, and for a moment, I thought it was Ashleigh. I shook my head slightly and turned my attention back to Angie.

      "Oh, that is good."

      "Want it?"

      "Really?"

      I shrugged. "Yeah, I'll just order another one."

      "Okay." She beamed.

      I was dodging a bullet by switching her drink because it seemed, even out with another date, I was thinking about Ashleigh. No way could I watch my date drink the same drink and ultimately taste like the same drink.

      "So, you got divorced, and now you want to be wild and free?" I asked while waiting for my new drink.

      "Yeah, that's the plan."

      "How long were you married?"

      "Twenty-three years."

      I blinked. "How? You can't be older than twenty-nine."

      Angie chuckled. "I'm actually forty-two."

      I did the math. "So, you got married at nineteen?"

      "I did."

      The bartender placed my drink in front of me, and I took a big sip. "Let me guess, you got divorced because he couldn't rock your world in the bedroom?" I was joking, but why else would she hire an escort after a divorce?

      She looked around slightly before answering. "We were each other's first everything and learned it all together."

      "That didn't answer my question."

      Angie took a sip of her drink. "No. He never rocked my world, but that's not why we got divorced."

      "But one of the reasons?" I wanted to move the conversation to sex because that was ultimately why I was hired.

      "Yes."

      I leaned in and lowered my voice. "So, you hired me to fuck you until you can't walk?"

      She swallowed and then whispered back, "Yes."

      The problem was that I wasn't sure I could take her back to her hotel room and fulfill her wants because she wasn't who I wanted to be fucking. Then a thought occurred to me on how to get out of the situation.

      "Have you ever been with a woman before?" I played with the neckline of her red blouse just below her collarbone.

      She blinked. "No?"

      "Have you ever wanted to?" Please say yes.

      "I've thought about it before," she replied.

      "What if I can make that fantasy come true?"

      "Really?"

      I nodded. "I can make a call."

      She thought for a moment and then said, "Would I have to pay for her too?"

      "Nope." I would give up my pay just so I could get out of the date. I should have told Mark I wasn't ready. I could have told him I had PTSD or something from the kidnapping. What’s one more lie?

      "Then I would be up for it."

      "Let me see what I can do."

      I finished my drink and then stepped away from the bar, walking out and into the lobby. I pulled out my phone and froze. I had no one's number anymore except Mark. If I called him and asked him for Morgan's phone number, he'd know something was up, and I didn't think any of my friends had her number anymore since they were out of the game. Plus, the only number I knew by heart was Paul's. He already knew I had fallen in love with Ashleigh, and if I called or texted him, it would definitely confirm it, but I had to try.

      Me: I need a favor.

      It didn't take him long to respond.

      Paul: Are you kidnapped again?

      Me: Low blow, man.

      Paul: Sorry. What's up?

      Me: Do you have Morgan's number?

      Paul: S&R Morgan?

      Me: Yeah.

      Paul: Yeah, I think I do. Why?

      I blew out a breath.

      Me: Because I need it.

      Instead of texting me back, he called me.

      "Are you going to give it to me or not?" I said instead of a greeting.

      "I want to know why, first."

      "Why does it matter?" I rolled my eyes.

      "Because you said you needed a favor, and I'm not sure why me giving you her number would be a favor."

      "Wait—what?"

      "Your first text."

      Fuck. "I thought that you might need to use your FBI resources or something if you didn't have her number," I lied.

      "Bullshit." He chuckled. "What is this really about?"

      I knew Paul, and he wouldn't let this go. So, I walked farther away from the bar, blew out a long breath, and replied in a low voice, "All right, fine. I'm out on a date, and I don't want to fuck her. Happy now?"

      "Because of Ashleigh?"

      I sighed again and stopped walking. "Yes."

      "You know what this means, right?"

      "That I will kick your ass if you don't give me Morgan's number?" I leaned against a wall.

      He laughed. "You could try."

      "Whatever. Are you going to give me her number or what?"

      "On one condition."

      "And what's that?"

      "You get your head out of your ass, and you tell Ashleigh how you feel."

      "I can't."

      "And why not?"

      "What if she doesn't feel the same way?"

      "Then you'll be right where you're at now."

      That wasn't true. I would be fucking heartbroken. "You don't understand."

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Because Joss didn't break your heart."

      "That's where you're wrong." He was silent for a moment. "Don’t you remember she left me after the shit went down with her brother? I didn't leave the fucking house for a week."

      Oh, right. "Well, I don't want to be like that."

      "What if she feels the same way?"

      I really needed to speed the conversation up before Angie thought I'd left. "I don't know."

      "Fine. I'll text you Morgan's number, but I want you to seriously think about your time with Ashleigh, and if you think there’s a chance she doesn't feel the same way, then I'll drop it."

      I took a deep breath. "Okay."

      We hung up, and a moment later I had a text with Morgan's number. I immediately sent her a text:

      Me: Free tonight?

      As I walked back toward the lobby bar, Morgan text me back: Yes, what's up?

      Me: I need you to close out my date.

      Morgan: Me? Close out YOUR date?

      Me: Yes. She wants some girl on girl action. You can have your cut.

      Morgan: Okay. Where are you?

      Me: The Cromwell. I'll text you the room number.
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      I lied to my family about Nick because I wasn't ready to tell them we'd broken up. Plus, it was too soon since we'd just gotten back from Fiji. It needed to be believable, so I told them that he had work stuff to do, and he was giving me time to spend with my family while they were in town, which was true in a sense. The entire time I spent with them, I tried to act as though nothing was wrong, that Nick and I were fine, and I wasn't broken-hearted, but I was. My bed, my heart, my life without Nick all felt empty, and it fucking sucked.

      My family spent another night at Excalibur before they all went home. My parents went back to Alabama, and Everleigh went back to New York. She still hadn't heard anything about Douglas. Nick had texted me that Paul and Joss were trying to get in touch with the authorities in Fiji, but that was all I knew. I wasn't sure why it was taking so long, but since things had been damaged by the tsunami, maybe it was taking longer to find information to identify the bodies. Or maybe it wasn't the Alexanders at all.

      We thought for sure it was Douglas and his parents. There was no other explanation as to why Everleigh couldn't get in touch with him, even if he had left her to die. We didn't know what that would mean for her allowance that was in the agreement, and I didn't know the extent of Dad's medical bills, but if Douglas was paying for them, we definitely needed the money.

      With my family gone, I could finally tell Adriane about Nick, the kidnapping, and how I stupidly fell in love with a male escort.

      Me: Drinks?

      A few seconds later, my phone chimed.

      Adriane: Yes! Where?

      Me: My place?

      Seeing as it was almost five on a Saturday, her next text didn't surprise me.

      Adriane: On my way!
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      My doorbell rang twenty or so minutes later. When I opened the door, Adriane was standing there with a bottle of wine in one hand and a bottle of Tito's in the other.

      "What kind of night is it?"

      "Vodka. Definitely vodka." I giggled.

      "Your family stressed you out that much?" She walked inside, and I closed the door. "I thought them being in town was a good sign."

      I sighed. "There's so much I need to tell you."

      "Okay, well, let's make some drinks. I brought my jammies too, just in case."

      "Good, because this might take a lot of drinks."

      Adriane followed me to the kitchen, and I grabbed glasses and ice to start making vodka cranberries for us. "Is it about your parents or the tsunami?"

      "All of it."

      "Even the hot guy you brought with you? That wasn't good either?"

      I started pouring us our drinks as we continued talking. "A," I sighed, "He was soooooo good."

      Her blue eyes lit up. "Well, tell me. I want all the details."

      I handed her a drink, and we walked to my couch. "I don't even know where to start."

      "Start with when you got to Fiji, and he had to pretend to be your boyfriend. How'd he do?"

      I took a sip of my cocktail and then told my best friend everything up until the night of the wedding, including the fight Nick overheard Douglas and Everleigh having, and how every night Nick and I had amazing sex.

      "So, the marriage wasn't real?" she asked.

      I finished my drink and went back to the kitchen to make another. She followed. "We didn't know for sure until after the tsunami."

      "I can't believe there was a tsunami."

      "That's not even the worst of it."

      Her brow furrowed. "Really?"

      I poured us more alcohol. "When we were in the shuttle bus being taken to higher ground ..." I paused and drank a big gulp of my fresh drink. "The driver left us on the side of the road, and Nick and I were kidnapped."

      I'd rarely seen my best friend speechless, but she was.

      I leaned a hip against the granite countertop, my drink in my hand. "Nick thinks the hotel employee was in on it, but they thought I was Everleigh, so I don't know what to believe."

      "Wait," she finally spoke. "You were really kidnapped?"

      I nodded and pushed off the counter to go back to the couch. She followed. "Yep."

      "How did you escape?"

      We sat on my couch again. "What's your boss's husband's first name?"

      Adriane tilted her head. "Why?"

      "Is it Seth?"

      "Yeah? How do you know that?"

      "You said that her husband is friends with guys from Saddles & Racks, right?"

      Her blue eyes widened. "Yes. Is Nick friends with him?"

      I nodded. "Yeah."

      We each took a sip of our cocktails. "Okay. I didn't think the one guy you would pick from the website would be his friend. That's crazy." I bobbed my head in agreement. "But how does he relate to your kidnapping?"

      "Well." I blew out a breath. "When the kidnappers realized I wasn't Everleigh, they wanted to kill me. Nick acted fast and negotiated with them—said that he could get them money. Long story short, they didn't know his call would be to an FBI agent."

      "Seth is Vegas VICE, though."

      "But their friends, Paul and Joss, are FBI, and Nick called Paul," I corrected.

      "Oh. My. God. And then what happened?"

      I told her how we weren't sure if his plan would work because of how the kidnapper put a time limit on the ransom, and how we weren't sure if Paul would even know where we were being held.

      "So, how does Seth come in?"

      "He was one of the people who rescued us."

      Her eyes widened again, and I was certain they were going to be sore in the morning from bugging out so much. "Really?"

      "Yep. He was with the people that rescued us."

      "That's … That's crazy."

      "I know." I took another sip of my drink. "I mean, I guess I'm lucky I picked Nick to hire because if it had been someone else, and we’d been kidnapped, I doubt that guy would have an entire team on the ready to come rescue us."

      "It's fate."

      I chuckled. "Yeah, something like that."

      "How'd you meet up with your family after that?"

      I told her how I was able to call my mom, pick them up, and then fly home on the private jet. I even told her how Douglas was missing, and how we suspected he might be one of the four bodies found at the airport since he’d left his fake bride behind. I didn't like that he did that so blatantly, and if I ever saw him again, I was going to kick him in the balls. But maybe it was fate making things right.

      "This is some true crime TV shit."

      We both started laughing, not because it was funny, but because she was right. The last week had been like a true crime episode I had lived out in real time.

      "So, what happens now?" Adriane asked.

      I shrugged. "I'm not sure, other than Everleigh needs to find Douglas."

      "Can you imagine if he did die?"

      I sighed. "Honestly, I hope it is him."

      "Me too."

      "But he probably flew out before the tsunami hit and is on some other island enjoying his honeymoon with his parents."

      She stared at me for a beat, and then we both laughed again. "That fucker probably is enjoying his honeymoon with his parents."

      "Yep." I took the last sip of my cocktail. "Let's order food. There's more."

      Her eyes bugged out again. "More?"

      I set my glass on my coffee table and buried my face in my hands. "Yes."

      "Well, don't leave me hanging."

      "We should order food first." I stood to get my phone.

      "Oh, no." Adriane shook her head. "Tell me."

      Closing my eyes, I blew out a breath as I stood in front of the couch. "I'm in love with Nick."

      She gasped, and I heard her jump off the couch. "I knew it. I knew it. I knew it."

      I opened my eyes and stared at her. "What do you mean you knew it?"

      "Well, I didn't know for sure, but I'd hoped that a week in paradise would have you two falling in love."

      "But I hired him to go," I reminded her.

      She shrugged. "So? Fate is tricky like that."

      "Well, it doesn't matter because he's a professional escort, and him falling in love with a client is impossible."

      "It's only impossible if it isn't the right woman."

      "Well, I'm not the right woman."

      "From what you said earlier, you two had amazing chemistry."

      We sat back down on the couch, the thought of ordering food forgotten. "He was just doing his job."

      "Tell me about your goodbye when you got back to Vegas."

      "Well"—I bit my lip—"I stayed at his place the first night since I didn't have a key."

      "Shut. Up." She slapped my arm. "You really think if he didn't have feelings for you, he'd let you know where he lives?"

      "I—"

      "And let me guess, you shared his bed with him?"

      "I—"

      "If you tell me that he cooked you breakfast the next morning, I will literally shit myself right now."

      "He didn't."

      "Oh." Her shoulders sagged.

      "But he wanted to. He just didn't have any food."

      "Ash, my dear best friend in the whole entire world, are you—and I ask this with all my love—are you fucking blind?"

      "Just because I stayed over and he offered to make me breakfast, doesn't mean he's in love with me."

      "No." Adriane shook her head. "But it could mean that he likes you."

      I closed my eyes and sighed. "Does it matter? He said goodbye, and I bet he's out working as we speak. He's not here professing his love for me."

      She thought for a moment, and then once again, her eyes widened. "I have the best idea."

      "Oh, God," I groaned. "I'm not hiring him again."

      "No. I have a better idea."

      "And what's that?"

      Adriane grinned. "Come with me to Dr. McKenna's baby shower."

      I drew my head back. "What?"

      "Next weekend she's having her baby shower. It's a co-ed one, so her husband and his friends are going to be there."

      "I'm not crashing her baby shower."

      "It won't be crashing."

      "Yes, it will," I argued.

      "I'm allowed to bring someone … I think."

      "See!" I waved my hand toward her. "You think. You don't even know."

      "Well, we can say you wanted to come to thank her for letting her husband fly all the way to Fiji to rescue you."

      I tilted my head and blew out a breath. "Seriously?"

      Adriane shrugged. "It will get you in the door."

      I stood. "I can't." I grabbed my glass off the coffee table and started for the kitchen. "I can't use her baby shower just to see Nick again."

      I heard her follow. "I'm going to talk to her on Monday. She's cool, and I bet she wouldn't mind you coming."

      I spun around, and she almost ran into me. "And what if he's there with another woman? What if he ignores me? What if he laughs in my face if …"

      "If you what?"

      I looked out the kitchen window. "If I tell him how I feel."

      She grabbed my arms and looked into my eyes. "If he does that, I will personally kick his ass, but I doubt he will."

      "You don't even know him."

      "No, but I know you, and I know that any man would be lucky to have you as his girlfriend."

      "Nick said something similar when we said our goodbye."

      "What if he didn't tell you how he feels because he doesn't think you could be with a male escort?"

      "I can’t be with a male escort," I stated.

      "Maybe he'd quit." She lifted a shoulder. "You don't know until you tell him how you feel."

      "And if he doesn't feel the same way?"

      "Then you move on. It's not like you two see each other all the time. You didn't even know him three weeks ago."

      "I'm scared. I haven't had my heart broken since Douglas."

      "I know." Adriane smiled warmly. "But would you rather have your heart be broken or have your heart not feel complete ever again?"
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      Adriane and I finally ordered food. We binged a series on Netflix, ate, drank, and just hung out. She was too buzzed to drive home, so she stayed the night. Having her there had me temporarily forgetting about Nick.

      That was until I woke up the next morning.

      I wondered if he’d had a date, if he’d slept with the client, and if he’d thought about me at all. I even thought about him on Sunday. Clearly, I couldn't get over him in just a few days.

      I had a lot of work to do when I returned on Monday morning. It kept my mind off of Nick until Adriane texted me: Spoke to Dr. McKenna. She wants you to come to the shower, so you're coming.
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      That night, while cooking dinner, I got a call from Everleigh.

      "Hello?" I answered.

      "Sister, sister!"

      I smiled, realizing that I actually wanted to speak with my sister for the first time in several years. "Hey, what's up?"

      "I have to go back to Fiji."

      "Why?" I breathed.

      She paused for a moment. "To identify Doug's body."

      I stopped stirring the pieces of chicken I was sautéing. "For real?"

      "Yep. I got a call this afternoon from someone in Fiji. They think one of the bodies at the airport is his."

      "Do you think it's him?"

      "I haven't heard from him, and I don't think they'd call me to come identify his body if they weren't certain."

      I started to move the chicken around in the pan again to prevent burning. "When do you leave?"

      "In the morning. I booked my flight before calling you."

      "You're going alone?"

      "Yeah. Corinne just got home, and I don't think she wants to go back." I'd forgotten that the wedding party had been left behind and had to wait to go home when flights were available. Plus, she lived in Alabama.

      "I don't blame her."

      "And I don't think you'd want to meet me there."

      I shook my head. "I can't get off work, and yeah, I don't think I ever want to go back."

      "Understandable. I'm going alone for one night to play the grieving widow."

      "Are you?"

      "Am I what?"

      I pulled the pan off the burner. "Grieving."

      "In front of people. I had to come up with a story that we weren't supposed to go on our honeymoon right away, and he and his parents had already planned to leave without me because I wanted to spend an extra day with you and Mom and Dad."

      "You know," I sighed, "if it was a real marriage or whatever, then you might have ended up dead too."

      "You think so?"

      I grabbed lettuce from my fridge to make a salad to go with my chicken. "I'm assuming they went to the airport to get away from the tsunami, so you would have been with him and died too."

      Everleigh was silent for a few moments. "You're right."

      "What's going to happen with the inheritance and Dad's medical bills?"

      "I've been waiting to find out where Doug is before I look into that."

      "And if it is his body?"

      "I'm not sure."

      I blew out a breath. "I hope you still get it, or we're going to have to come up with another plan."

      "Well, as far as everyone knows, the marriage was real."

      "True."

      "Speaking of marriage, how's Nicholas?"

      The fork I was holding fell from my grasp, followed by a lie that rolled off my tongue. "He's good. He's working right now."

      "That's good. I really like him."

      I closed my eyes. "Me too."

      I didn’t lie.
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      Paul: Your girl is here.

      I stared at the text before starting my engine to drive to Seth's for the baby shower. Did Paul mean Ashleigh was at Seth's? How was that possible? It had been over a week since I'd seen or spoken to her because I still didn't know what to say or do. Was Paul behind this somehow? He was the only one who knew I was going to profess my love to her. At least that was what I told him I was going to do, but I was still scared as shit actually to do it.

      Me: What are you talking about?

      Paul: Ashleigh is here at the shower. Did you know she was coming?

      Me: No.

      I could practically see Paul's grin as I read his next text: This is going to be exciting.

      Me: Whatever. I'm on my way.

      I started my Rover and headed toward Seth's. The entire drive I wondered how it was possible for Ashleigh to be there because I didn't think any of my friends would invite her without telling me, even if they wanted to prove that they'd won the bet.

      Or would they?

      What was I going to say to Ashleigh when I got there? It wasn't as though she knew I was struggling with my feelings. With any other client, I would walk away and never look back. But obviously, Ashleigh wasn't just any other client.

      She was more.

      So much more.

      Instead of talking to Ashleigh as I told Paul I would, I got a tattoo over my heart to remember her by. I'd always gotten ones that had meaning, and so I'd sketched from memory the moment I fell in love with Ashleigh James under the Fiji moonlight while a country song played in the background then had my tattoo artist replicate it in color to stand out against my usual black and gray ones.

      As I pulled up to Seth's house, I decided that I would treat Ashleigh like any of my other friends. I had to gauge how she would react to seeing me again before I took her aside and told her I wanted more. I did want more with her obviously, and I had to man up. None of my friends thought they would ever leave the game, and now they were all happy with growing families. Meanwhile, I was wallowing at home, not able to work or think about anything other than Ashleigh. That had to mean something.

      I got out of my SUV, grabbed the gift I'd bought, and headed to the front door. Taking a deep breath, I rang the doorbell and waited. A few moments later, Seth opened the door.

      "I heard someone was having a baby?" I held up the gift bag with a huge grin.

      He smiled. "And I heard you owe me a grand."

      I rolled my eyes. My friends were worse than women with their fucking gossip. "Whatever. Are you going to let me in?"

      He lowered his voice. "You know she's here, right?"

      I rubbed the back of my neck. "Yes, but I don't understand how."

      "Her best friend works for Cat."

      I balked. "Really?" I searched my brain for her friend's name. "Adriane works for Cat?"

      "Yep, and between you and me, I think Cat had a part in this too."

      I thought for a moment. Did that mean that Ashleigh did have feelings for me too? That she’d talked to her best friend about me, and they’d come up with a plan to find out how I felt about her? Did women work that way? I’d thought I knew the ins and outs of women and their brains since my job was to know what women wanted.

      My job …

      The job I hadn't been able to do.

      The job I didn't want to do.

      The only job I knew how to do.

      "What do I do?" I asked as I stood at Seth's front door.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. "What do you want to do?"

      Even though all of my friends were happy and in love, Seth had been in love with Cat the longest. He had literally wanted to be with her since they were kids, and he would know what I should do.

      "Honestly," I started to whisper, "I want what all of you have but with her."

      "Then tell her."

      "What if she doesn't want me?"

      "Something is going on, man. Trust your gut."

      "My gut." I chuckled.

      "I saw you two together on the plane ride home. It didn't seem like you were having a client/escort relationship."

      I started to argue that we were putting on a front because her family was on the plane, but thinking about it, I hadn’t been putting on a charade at that point. How I’d been acting toward her, by giving her kisses and whatever, was all genuine. I’d wanted to do it, and I wanted to keep doing it.

      Seth continued. "Just get your ass inside and see what happens."

      "Okay." I took a deep breath. He stepped aside, and I entered, looking around immediately for Ashleigh, but I didn't see her—or anyone for that matter.

      "Everyone is out by the pool."

      "Right." I set the bag down with the rest of the gifts and then headed outside. A bar was set up just outside the door, and I made myself a drink as I listened to the laughter and chatter. When I looked up, my gaze landed on Ashleigh and her tan legs and ample rack. Fuck, I'd missed her tits and her legs wrapped around me, even though it had only happened that one time—the one time we made love. Needless to say, I missed her, and my reaction to her proved it.

      Taking a big gulp of the vodka and grapefruit juice, I started toward her. It felt like I was walking for miles and everyone was staring at me. Everyone was staring at me, and before I got to her, I gave Cat a hug and then moved to Ashleigh. She looked up at me, and I saw her take a deep breath as though she were nervous too.

      "Snookums," I greeted her with a grin.

      She smiled warmly. "We're back to that one?"

      I chuckled. "I don't know. What do you prefer, snookums or baby?" As I waited for her answer, I still felt all eyes on me. Everyone was quiet or whispering, except for Gabe's son, Liam, and Vinny's boy, Colton, who were playing in the pool with Gabe and Vin.

      Ashleigh broke her stare, glancing at who I assumed was Adriane sitting next to her and then back up at me. "What do you want to call me?"

      I leaned down and whispered into her ear, "Mine."

      My heart hammered rapidly in my chest as I waited for her to respond, our gazes locked, my nose inches from hers. The seconds felt like hours.

      "Kiss her already!" I heard Paul shout behind me.

      I flipped him off without breaking eye contact with Ashleigh.

      Finally, she spoke. "I like that one the best."

      "Yeah?" I beamed.

      She nodded. "Yeah."

      I set my glass down on the table beside us and reached for her, pulling her up out of the chair. Cupping her cheeks with both of my hands, I didn't hesitate to kiss the lips I had been dreaming about for a week. I didn't care that all of my friends were around, her best friend, or even the children. Nothing mattered except Ashleigh.

      "Get a room!" I heard Vinny call out.

      With my lips against Ashleigh's, I flipped him off too. When we finally broke apart, people started clapping. I looked around. "Oh, fuck off."

      "Hey!" Autumn scolded and nudged her head toward the pool. "Watch your language."

      "Sorry," I replied, but really, I wasn't. My friends could all fuck off.

      Brad walked over and extended his hand. We shook. "Welcome to The Fallen."
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      The entire time we mingled and did what was expected at a baby shower (games and shit), I couldn't keep my hands off of my girl. They were either threaded in her long brown hair, resting on her bare knee, wrapped around her shoulders, or clasped with hers. It felt good to be able to touch and kiss her again.

      "Did you drive yourself?" I asked as everyone ate cake.

      She shook her head. "Adriane drove."

      "You want to come back to my place after this?"

      "Do you have stuff for breakfast in the morning?" She grinned.

      I leaned in and whispered, "The only breakfast I want to eat is your pussy."

      She thought for a moment. "I could work with that."

      When the party was over, and people started to say their goodbyes, so did Ashleigh and I.

      "I'll get you your money on Monday," I stated to Paul.

      "Nah. It's all good, man. I'm just happy you got your head out of your ass." We shook, he and Ashleigh hugged, and I moved onto Gabe.

      "I'll have your money for you on Monday."

      He smiled and looked at Ashleigh and then back at me. "No worries. I'm good."

      I nodded, shook his hand, and then moved on to Seth while Ashleigh gave Gabe a hug goodbye.

      "I don't want it either," Seth replied.

      "Okay," I said, shaking his hand.

      "I can't wait to meet your baby girl." Ashleigh beamed. "Thank you for letting me celebrate with all of you."

      "I'm glad it all worked out," Seth replied.

      We moved on to Vinny. "Do you want your winnings?" I asked.

      He grinned. "No. Save it."

      "All right." We shook.

      Ashleigh shook his hand too. "It was nice to meet you."

      "Likewise," Vin replied.

      We said goodbye to Brad next. "What about you?" I questioned. "You want your winnings?"

      He smiled. "Consider it your membership fee."

      I chuckled. "To the club you started?"

      "Exactly."

      We shook. "All right. I'm good with that."

      Ashleigh hugged him goodbye. We walked away, and she asked, "Why do you owe them all money?"

      "Because of you."

      "Me?" she gasped and held her hand to her chest. "Why me?"

      "Before we left for Fiji, they bet me that I'd fall in love with you in paradise."

      "Really?"

      "I thought they were out of their minds and took the bet."

      "But if you owe them, that means you lost."

      I wrapped my arm across her shoulders and kissed the side of her head. "No, baby. It means I won the best prize I could ever want."
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      We lay in my bed, Ashleigh's head on my chest. I never wanted her to leave my arms again and I was going to do everything in my power to keep her as mine.

      "You got a new tattoo." She raised her head abruptly as her finger traced over the palm tree, ball lanterns, and moon over the South Pacific on my chest.

      "This old thing?" I teased.

      "Is it Fiji?"

      I looked down at her finger that was still running across my skin. "Yeah."

      "Why would you get one to remember we were kidnapped?"

      I stared into her chocolate eyes. "You know that trip was so much more than the bad."

      "Yeah." She blew out a breath.

      I rose, causing us both to sit up in the center of the king-sized bed, and cupped her cheek. "Plus, it was the trip that gave me the chance to fall in love with the most beautiful woman in the world. My tattoo is a copy of the moment it happened."

      Ashleigh's cheeks turned pink. "You love me?"

      "Yes," I simply replied.

      She grinned. "I love you too."
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      I woke to an empty bed.

      Sitting up, I looked around for some proof that it wasn't a dream that Ashleigh had come over after the baby shower and we’d fucked all night. Her bra was lying on the floor next to the bed, and I grinned.

      It wasn't a dream.

      I heard a sound coming from downstairs, and after slipping on my boxers, I went down to see what was happening. Ashleigh stood in front of my coffeemaker, wearing one of my t-shirts, the bottom of her ass cheeks peeking out below the hem. She was stunning, and I honestly would be okay with coming downstairs each morning to find her exactly that way.

      Coming up behind her, I wrapped my arms around her waist. "I thought we agreed I was having your pussy for breakfast?"

      She turned in my arms and draped hers around my shoulders. "I was coming back with coffee."

      "Coffee can wait. I can't." Sliding my hand between us, I lifted the hem of the t-shirt and slipped my hand to her pussy. "No underwear. I approve."

      "I—" Ashleigh moaned as my fingers ran through her slit. I silenced her with my mouth, kissing and devouring her lips as I sank two fingers into her. I really could get used to waking up each morning and making her come either by my fingers, my mouth, or my dick. I didn't care what anyone said. Pussy was better than coffee.

      I spun her around, opened the middle drawer next to her, and lifted her foot onto it to open her up for me. Bending down, I spread the lips of her pussy, and just like I had with her mouth, I devoured her between her legs. She held onto the counter and looked down at me. I didn't stop my feasting, and the sight of her watching me only intensified my need to please her.

      "Don't stop," she panted and grabbed onto my hair.

      The drawer her foot was on started to move, and I knew she was riding my face. She pressed my head hard against her, and even though I could barely breathe, I didn't stop until she shattered around my tongue, and I drank her juices for my breakfast.
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      Nick and I were cuddling on his couch, having a lazy Sunday, when I woke to my cell phone buzzing later that day.

      "It's Everleigh," I stated, and reached for it. "Hey," I answered.

      "Sister, sister."

      "What's up?"

      "It's him."

      "Douglas is dead?" I sat up straighter, my gaze moved to Nick, and his mouth hung open. I put the call on speakerphone.

      "And his parents."

      "That's crazy."

      "I know. I'm a widow."

      "Now what happens?"

      "The Bureau of Consular Affairs is working with me to arrange to have their bodies sent back to New York."

      "They pay for that?" I asked.

      "No. I have to."

      "Well, that sucks," I replied because it did suck. They weren't in love, and the jackass had tried to leave her behind for her to die.

      "Yeah, but I can still play up the widow card. I did some research on the plane ride here, and it can take up to three weeks for the inheritance to be transferred."

      "And you still get that?"

      "I think I get it all since I was his wife."

      "Really?"

      "I'm not sure. I know everyone was waiting to hear where Doug was, so once they learn he died, I should know more, right?"

      I nodded. "I think so."

      She blew out a breath. "This is all so crazy."

      "It is," I agreed and met Nick's stare. I smiled at him. If Everleigh knew that I hired Nick, essentially broke up, and now we were dating for real, she'd think it was even crazier. I would never tell her or my parents that Nick was an escort, and I'd hired him.

      "When are you going back to New York?"

      "Tomorrow morning."

      "Have a safe flight."

      "Are you trying to get rid of me?"

      "What?" I giggled. "No!"

      "Is Nick with you?"

      "He is."

      "Hi, Everleigh," Nick said.

      She laughed. "Hello, Nick."

      We said our goodbyes, and I set my phone on the coffee table.

      "That's some shit," Nick stated.

      I nodded. "Yeah, but I was hoping it would be him."

      "I think we all were."

      "I just hope it means that she can still get the money," I confessed. "My parents need it."

      "Yeah," he agreed.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. "Speaking of money …"

      He waited a few moments, probably for me to elaborate, but I didn't. He finally asked, "You mean my job?"

      I nodded. "I know I can't make you quit, but I think we need to talk about it."

      We faced each other on the couch, and he sighed. "This is one of the reasons it took me so long to call you mine."

      I smiled at the term of endearment. I loved hearing him say I was his.

      He continued. "I've only been an escort, so I don't know what to do."

      "Do you want to still do it?" I held my breath, waiting for his answer.

      Nick sighed. "I can't."

      "You can't?"

      He leaned forward and cupped my cheek. Running his thumb along my bottom lip, he said, "I went on a date the other day, and all I thought about was you."

      "Oh," I breathed, looking away from his eyes. Did he sleep with someone else? It wasn't as though we were really dating, and we had just broken up. It was literally his job.

      "I didn't sleep with her if that's what you're thinking."

      My gaze shot back to his. "You didn't?"

      He shook his head and smiled, still running his thumb along my lip. "No, and that's when I knew for sure that I needed to figure us out."

      "And did you?"

      "Only that I want to be with you."

      "I want to be with you too."

      He removed his thumb. "But I haven’t figured out what to do about work and making money. I've never been in a real relationship before, but I doubt you want me to be a deadbeat boyfriend."

      My eyes widened. "I …"

      Nick laughed. "Yeah, I didn't think so, but I have money saved, and I can figure it out."

      "That's fine with me." We went back to watching Impractical Jokers on truTV until a thought came to me. "Have you ever thought about running an escort service?"

      He balked and met my stare. "Running an escort service?"

      I shrugged. "I'm assuming your boss doesn't go on dates, right?"

      "Right."

      "So, you can start your own and train guys or something," I suggested.

      He thought for a moment. His eyes lit up. "Or I could be a recruiter."

      My brow furrowed. "A recruiter?"

      "Well," he grinned, "how do you think most of the guys get hired?"

      "I … I wouldn't know."

      Nick laughed. "Of course not, but I can totally be a recruiter."

      "Yeah?"

      "Yeah. And this is why I love you." He tackled me, so I laid back with him on top of me. "You're a genius."
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      Two days later

      

      My phone rang while I was on my lunch break.

      "Hello?"

      "You are not going to believe this," Everleigh stated, not using her normal sister, sister greeting.

      "What's wrong?"

      "I was going through Doug's laptop, and I came across an email in the trash that literally made me want to kill him if he wasn't already dead."

      "What did it say?"

      "He planned the kidnapping."

      "What?" I gasped.

      "He planned the kidnapping," she repeated.

      "I heard you, but you need to explain."

      "I was searching the trash folder and found one to some weird email address. When I opened it, it was a reply message that said, "Confirmed," so I scrolled down to read more of the email exchange, and long story short, he had hired someone to kidnap and kill me."

      "What?" I inhaled again.

      "I know. He wrote that he would be okay with him being taken too, but to only kill me and to make it look like a struggle with him. He was to pay them—"

      "A million dollars?" I asked because that was what they wanted from Nick.

      "Yes!" she screeched. "Can you believe it?"

      "He had a million dollars to spare for this?"

      "His inheritance is five million."

      My mouth hung open. "Seriously?"

      "Yep."

      I thought for a moment. "Do you think he left with his parents so he wouldn't have to pay the kidnappers, and they would still kidnap and kill you, thinking the plan was still the same?"

      She gasped. "Oh, my God. Do you think that's what happened?"

      "I think the tsunami either sped up things or put a kink in the plan."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Obviously, none of us could predict a tsunami, but I think once he got the alert, he figured you'd either die by the tidal wave or the kidnappers would do it when they realized they couldn't reach him."

      "Are you fucking serious?"

      "I mean, we don't know for sure, but it makes sense. I can't picture Douglas getting a scratch on him. He probably thought he was smart, and you'd die either way."

      "Why would he want me dead?"

      "So he wouldn't have to pay you."

      "I'm going to kill him."

      "You don't need to since Mother Nature took care of him for you." I chuckled.

      "Thank goodness for that."

      "Any update on the inheritance, which I can't believe is five million."

      "Yes, actually. His attorney called me and said it was being deposited into the account specified by Douglas before his death. I have a meeting with a probate attorney tomorrow to discuss what to do next since I don't know how it all works."

      "Keep me updated."

      "I will."
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      "Don't!"

      I held up my hands as I walked into Mark's office and grinned. "Don't what?"

      "You know."

      I laughed and sat in one of the chairs across from his desk. "It's not what you think."

      "Really?" He tilted his head to the side. "You didn't fall in love and are quitting?"

      "Actually, no."

      "No?"

      I grunted. "I did fall in love, but I'm not quitting."

      Mark's mouth hung open. "Your girl is okay with this line of work?"

      I rubbed the back of my neck. "Not exactly."

      He rolled his eyes. "So, you are quitting?"

      "I hope I'm not."

      "What are you saying then?" He furrowed his brow.

      "How do you feel about me recruiting for you?"

      He balked. "Really?"

      "Saddles & Racks is literally all I know. You don't want to lose your best guy, so I could recruit and train for you."

      He thought for a moment. "Well, shit. If that's the only way to keep you, then let's do it."
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      Eight weeks later

      

      My phone started to buzz on the nightstand, and I untangled myself from Ashleigh's warm body to see who was calling. It was Paul.

      "This better be good," I snapped into the phone.

      "I wouldn't call you at three in the morning if it wasn't."

      When Ashleigh groaned and turned over to face me, the streetlights outside cast enough glow through the blinds for me to see her beautiful face. "Who is it?"

      "Paul," I replied, and brushed a piece of her hair out of her face. "Spit it out, dude."

      "Cat's in labor."

      I quickly sat up. "No shit?"

      "Yeah," he replied.

      "Heading to the hospital now." I hung up.

      "Cat?" Ashleigh asked as she got out of bed.

      "Yep," I replied, and slid out as well.

      "I'm so excited," she stated as we both started to put our clothes on. "I love babies."

      "Yeah?" I slipped on my T-shirt. "You want me to knock you up?" I never thought I'd want kids, but I wanted them with Ashleigh if that was what she wanted.

      "Not until you put a ring on it."

      I grinned. "Noted."
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      Cat delivered a healthy baby girl named Abigail Rose McKenna. That meant there were two boys and two girls in our circle of friends. Gabe and Autumn had Liam, who was almost two, and one more on the way, Vinny and Tessa had Colton, who was at least seven, and Riley, who was a little more than a year old, and now Seth and Cat had Abigail. It was crazy to think that only three years ago, we—except Seth—were all in the game and had no desire ever to settle down. The guys were right, though. It only took one woman to change everything.

      I was thinking about proposing and babies because I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Ashleigh. I didn't even care that we'd only been dating for a little more than two months. I was ready for forever. What started out as any other client booking had turned into more, so much more, and I wouldn't change it for the world.

      But I had to put a ring on it, as Ashleigh had said, because I knew that was what she wanted. She wanted to come home each night and cook dinner together. She wanted to have that forever love only found in fairy tales. She wanted that with me, and I wanted that with her. It honestly wasn't as bad as I thought it would be, and I wasn't sure why I had been scared to settle down. Maybe it just needed to be the right woman.

      I pulled up to the jewelry store where Cassie worked. It was where Brad had gotten shot and where Cassie worked before shit went down. She’d ended up getting her job back, and lucky for me, she was going to help me out because I had no clue what I was doing.

      When I walked in, I spotted her right away. "Hey, Nick," she greeted. "I pulled some rings that I think you might like."

      "Cool." I walked closer to the case she was standing behind.

      "If none of these work, we have more."

      I nodded and peered down at the rings sitting on the case. I took a few minutes to compare each one, and then held up the one I wanted. "This one."

      "Oh, I love that one," Cassie replied.

      I smiled. "Me too."
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      "You're not going to believe this," Ashleigh stated as she walked into my house. Since being back together, we hadn't spent a night apart.

      "What's that?" I asked, looking away from the TV.

      She kissed me quickly and then sat next to me on the couch. "Everleigh's a millionaire."

      "She got the money?"

      "All of the money," she elaborated.

      "Damn." I whistled. "She lucked out."

      Ashleigh snorted. "I know. If it had been me, I probably would have ended up dead."

      "We almost did," I deadpanned.

      "I know, but things happen for a reason, right?"

      I pulled her against me. "Right."

      "Everleigh also said she wants to move here."

      "Really?"

      "Well, she said she wants to move here with our parents. Some studies indicate that drier climates are better for Dad's lungs, so they are hoping to find a doctor in LA. It would be easier than flying to New York from Alabama when he has a doctor's appointment."

      "Because they can drive to LA," I supplied.

      "Exactly."

      "Well, I know that will be good for your relationship with them."

      "Yeah." Ashleigh smiled.

      "Did she say when?"

      "They want to fly out here in a few weeks to house hunt."

      "With millions, they will find a nice house."

      "For sure."

      "Speaking of …"

      "Yeah?"

      "We don't need to keep our two places, do we?"

      Ashleigh grinned. "Are you wanting to come home to me each night, Mr. Hawkins?"

      I turned and brushed a piece of her hair behind her ear. "Yeah, baby, every fucking night. Will you move in with me?"

      She thought for a moment, tapping her finger against her chin, then she shrugged and smirked. "I guess so."

      "That was easy." I chuckled.

      "Being with you is easy."

      "That's exactly how I feel about you, baby." I pressed my lips to hers. Things were definitely going in the right direction.
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      No matter where I hid the ring in my house, I worried it would burn a hole and fall out to expose my future plans.

      Getting out of my bed, I slipped over to my dresser, opened the bottom drawer, and pulled out the black velvet box. I took out the one carat, emerald cut, white gold, twisting infinity ring from the box, and slid back into bed. When I was certain Ashleigh was still asleep, I lightly grabbed her left hand and slid the ring onto her ring finger. I laid back down and waited for her to stir. She didn't, and the minutes turned into an hour as I stared at her, waiting for her to finally wake up.

      The night before, we had fucked multiple times because we were happy that we were taking the next step and moving in together, but apparently, I’d fucked her into a coma, so I did something I knew would wake her. I got out of the bed again, went downstairs, and made her a cup of coffee. When I made it back up to the bedroom, she was still sleeping. I ran the mug below her nose, hoping the smell would finally do the trick. It did. Her eyes fluttered open.

      "What … Coffee in bed?"

      I grinned and held out the mug for her to take. "It's time to wake up."

      She sat up and grabbed the mug with the wrong hand. "Why?"

      "I have a question for you."

      "Okay?" She took a sip.

      "Actually, two questions."

      "Okay?" she repeated.

      "How would you hold that mug with two hands?"

      Her forehead scrunched. "What?"

      I nudged my head toward the mug and repeated, "How would you hold the mug with two hands?"

      "Um, like this?" And she did, holding the handle with her right hand and bringing her left up to the side of the mug. The ring clinked against the ceramic, and her eyes widened.

      I got down on one knee, watching her as realization finally dawned.

      "Nick …" she whispered, looking at her hand.

      "I know we haven't been dating that long, but since our dance under the Fijian moonlight, I realized that I never wanted to go a day without you in it. I should have never let you go when we got back to Vegas, but I was a coward and didn't know if you felt the same way—"

      "Just ask me your next question already."

      I laughed and grabbed her left hand. "Okay. Ashleigh, baby, will you be mine forever?"

      She was already nodding before I finished. "Yes."

      I stood, grabbed the coffee out of her hand, and devoured the lips I'd get to kiss forever.
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      Six months later

      

      I stared at myself in the floor-length mirror. I'd always envisioned this day, but I never imagined I would have another life growing inside of me while I was dressed in a white lace dress.

      When I woke up this morning, I felt nauseated. I thought it was wedding jitters, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized I hadn't had my monthly visitor in some time. Without anyone knowing, I went to the drugstore, bought a three-pack of pregnancy tests, and went home to take two of the tests.

      Nick wasn't home. He’d stayed at Paul and Joss's house, letting me have a girls' night at ours to get ready for our big day. I wasn't sure how he was going to react. I'd jokingly said I wanted kids after he put a ring on my finger, and now we were walking down the aisle in less than an hour. We'd opted to stay in Nevada for our wedding, given the last wedding we’d attended practically turned into an episode of Dateline. But neither of us wanted to get married on The Strip, and I'd always thought the red rocks on the outskirts of Vegas were pretty, so we booked a venue where we could marry with the giant rocks behind us at sunset.

      Everleigh paid for everything. Two months ago, she and my parents moved to Vegas, and the dry heat had been working better for my father's lungs. They found a doctor in LA who was a specialist and so far, so good. We were taking it one day at a time.

      There was a knock on the door of the suite in the hotel where our wedding was being held, and then Joss entered. "Everyone is ready."

      "Great," I replied, and my gaze met her baby bump. She was only three months pregnant, and soon, she and Paul would welcome their own bundle of joy.

      And then Nick and I would.

      "Ready?" Everleigh asked.

      I turned from the mirror and beamed at her. "Ready."

      We left the suite and headed toward the area where my father was waiting. "You can still back out," he joked.

      "I'm good."

      He kissed the side of my head. "Good, because I like Nick very much."

      I grinned. "So do I."

      Music started to play, and I took a deep breath and walked outside. Immediately, my gaze met Nick's, and just like the first time we'd met, my heart skipped a beat. He was so handsome in his black and white tux, and with each step, I knew this was who I was meant to be with. Needless to say, he was the best purchase I'd ever made.

      "Snookums," he whispered as I got to him.

      "Bad boy lover." I giggled.

      Dad handed me over to him, and then Nick's boss, Mark, started the wedding.

      "Ladies and gentlemen, we are gathered here today to witness the marriage of Nicholas Hawkins and Ashleigh James. I can say that each couple I have married are still married, so there's nothing any of us need to worry about when it comes to these two."

      People snickered, and Mark continued the ceremony. Nick and I said our vows at the appropriate times, and then I finally heard the words I never thought I would hear.

      "Nick, you may kiss your bride."

      He didn't hesitate or give me a light peck. He went for it, devouring my mouth like he'd done so many times before. People started to clap and cheer, and we turned to walk hand in hand as husband and wife back down the aisle.

      When we got back into the building, Nick pulled me to him again and kissed me once more. "Are you happy, Mrs. Hawkins?"

      "That depends."

      "On what?"

      "Will you go to the store at three in the morning when I'm craving sour worms and ice cream?"

      His brow furrowed. "I'd do it in a heartbeat."

      "Good. Because, Mr. Hawkins, you're going to be a father."

      

      
        
        The End.
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        Gabe – Angels & Whiskey

        Paul – Tequila & Lace

        Seth – Champagne & Handcuffs

        Vinny – Rum & Coke

        Brad – Gin & Jewels

        Nick – Paradise & Vodka
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