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      Damn it.

      Nick shouldn’t have gone to that party last night. Now he was paying the price with the mother of all headaches and a hangover.

      It served him right. Just the other day he’d firmly decided that he was going to fold over a new leaf and focus on his career. But no, look at him this morning, waking up after a crazy night with his friends where they’d partied like they were still back in college and their world was filled with fun and women.

      Jesus. He knew it was still that air of freedom that was making him make all these crazy choices, and these incidents came about when his inner child reminded him that he’d been a serious Marine for just over fourteen years.

      Lieutenant Nicholas Wylder.

      He grinned to himself as he took his time going down the stairs. He always had to take a moment to think whenever he remembered that he’d actually served in the Marine RECON and didn’t just serve like it was a job, it was his life and he did all sorts of memorable things. Things his father would have been proud of.

      This was why he had to get his act together.

      He was in the next phase of his life. Being a Marine was great. It was an eye opener that challenged him to be more than he was. It made him disciplined and focused, always on the ball with everything he had to do because he knew that one wrong move could cost him either his life or someone else’s.

      It was a strict way to be, which was probably why he’d gone wild since leaving and getting back to civilian life. He’d been back for two years now. Free of time, free of responsibility.

      The freedom had gone to his head.

      He dragged his feet into the kitchen where Glenn was making coffee. The smell itself woke him up and he knew he was going to need the whole pot to do the trick. Coffee and a ten-mile run, even though it looked like it was going to rain outside. It had that murky feel he hated. A prelude to a storm.

      Glenn laughed when he saw him and tossed him an apple.

      Nick caught it, pulled out one of the barstool chairs, and slumped against the granite work top.

      Glenn laughed some more and shook his head. “You look like shit.”

      “I feel like shit. No more parties, Glenn,” Nick growled, focusing on his friend. Glenn looked wide awake and fresh faced like he’d had a good night’s sleep and hadn’t been at the same party as Nick.

      He guessed, though, that Glenn hadn’t gone as wild as Nick had by accepting the stupid drinking challenge, which saw him finishing two bowls of punch and only God knew how much beer.

      “Come on, man. What’s life if you don’t have some fun?” Glenn nodded and his large brown eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “No, you are going to be the death of me.” Nick smirked. He took the cup of coffee Glenn handed him and started drinking immediately.

      “Or, I could be the guy that reminds you you’re a civilian, a normal person who can run free and go wild.”

      “Bro, you’ve been doing that for the last two years,” Nick chuckled.

      “We’ve had fun, haven’t we?” Glenn laughed a deep, hearty laugh.

      Nick smiled at him and couldn’t deny that they had had fun. Too much fun.

      They’d been friends forever. Family. That was the best way to describe their friendship, and they lived together as such. The house was Glenn’s family home with far too many rooms, but it was home, so Nick had no qualms about hanging there.

      They met back in junior high when Nick and his family moved to Chicago from L.A. It was an immediate connection. They both loved the same things and were completely crazy together, chasing girls and getting up to no good.

      That getting up to no good part was actually more Nick than Glenn. Glenn knew how to have a good time, but he was always the responsible one. The more mature one. Life changed for Nick drastically after his father was killed, but Glenn really stepped up and was there for him. He helped bring him out of the darkness that threatened to swallow him whole and suck the life out of him.

      The memory of his father’s death would always pain Nick to his soul. It took years to come to terms with what happened, especially since he couldn’t profess to being the son his father deserved. It was only when he was in the height of his career as a Marine that he started to feel at peace with himself.

      His father had served too, and had been an amazing soldier. He’d always spoke of Nick joining, so he knew his father would have been proud of the man he’d become. He just wished he could have made him proud when he was still alive.

      “One more party. Tonight,” Glenn said, bringing Nick out of his thoughts. Glenn nodded with enthusiasm and ran a hand through his spiky blonde hair. “It’s at work.”

      “Fuck that. I’m a complete mess. There’s no way in hell that I’m going to one of your work parties,” Nick complained. Glenn was a renowned litigation lawyer who was an associate at a prestigious law firm in the city. By day they were all professional, up-tight lawyers who could serve you your own ass in court on any given day. But come night time, they turned into wild animals. It was unbelievable. Last time Nick went to one of Glenn’s parties he’d woken up the next day with his head shaved and a permanent-ink mustache drawn all over his face. And he couldn’t remember any of what had happened.

      That was early last year, and he’d been evading invites ever since.

      Glenn burst out laughing. “Nick, it’s gonna be fun. We’re going to get strippers.”

      “I don’t care about strippers. Glenn, it’s Wednesday. Why are you having a party on a work night?”

      “You’re starting to sound old,” Glenn complained.

      “No. I have things to do. So no, and no more parties for a while.”

      God, at least until he sorted his business out. Then he could have his own party to celebrate that.

      He’d gone wild when he got back home, but did manage to put the ball in motion for his private investigation firm. He’d set up shop last summer and rented a small office near the docks. It was quaint and quiet, and he loved it. He just needed to roll it all out properly. He’d gotten the necessary training while he was in the Marines and his PI licenses prior to setting up, and now it was time to organize things properly and start doing some serious work.

      When his father retired from the Marines, he’d joined the police and became an amazing captain. Nick was going to do this. It felt suitable for him with his love for investigation.

      He was thirty-eight now and didn’t want to go backwards by indulging on wild parties and loose women. He wanted to move forwards, and keep on the career path.

      “I’m going to work today,” Nick declared with a firm nod.

      “Work? You’re still calling that work?” Glenn frowned.

      Nick slumped his shoulders. “Oh, thanks for the vote of confidence. I have my licenses, Glenn, and you know I help Sawyer out big time.”

      Sawyer was a close friend who was a detective with the Chicago PD. They met back in the Marines and were comrades, went on the same missions and had each other’s backs in life-or-death situations. Sawyer had left the Marines five years before Nick, but they kept in touch.

      “You freelance, Nick, and that’s so ad hoc I’m not sure you can call it work.” Glenn shook his head and laughed.

      “I’m calling it work. It’s going to be work. I need to fix the office up and set things up properly to take on clients.” Sawyer had been bugging him on a daily basis now to take a fulltime job with the police, but Nick preferred to work on a contractual basis with them. That freed him up to work with other agencies and associations.

      He wanted to specialize on criminal cases. That’s why working with Sawyer was perfect, he was a direct contact for him.

      “Okay, I get it, but you gotta come, man,” Glenn insisted with an excited nod.

      “Why?” Nick grimaced.

      “Because it’s fun, and…” Glenn’s eyes widened even more.

      Nick frowned, he should have guessed there was more with this insistence.

      “And what, Glenn?”

      “Alice will be there.” Glenn looked at him like he was offering him a million dollars.

      “No.” Nick didn’t even bother to think about that one. Alice was crazy. She was one of Glenn’s colleagues that Nick wished he didn’t know. Unfortunately, last year he made the mistake of sleeping with her and regretted it ever since. The woman stalked him for months on end and he only had some peace when she went on a secondment to Dubai for the firm.

      “Nick, if you don’t come she won’t bring her sister.”

      “That might not be a bad thing, Glenn. She could be crazy, too,” Nick said, reaching for his dog tags and rubbing them together.

      “Alice isn’t crazy. Nick, you’re the problem.”

      “She sent me a box of love hearts and teddy bears for Christmas,” Nick pointed out. “And she came to my office dressed in nothing but her coat. You know the story.” Nick remembered the horror of it. He’d had a meeting with a potential client who wanted some help with a fraud investigation. In came Alice in the middle of the meeting. She burst through the door believing he was by himself, practically jumping inside, and dropped her coat, revealing her naked body.

      Any normal person would have knocked first, especially since she knew it was his office.

      Of course he lost the client. They didn’t think he was professional enough. Then what was worse was Alice didn’t think anything of it.

      “That was an accident. Come on, Nick. I have to see her sister again.”

      “Then find another way, because I’m not going, man.”

      “You are such a prick, you know that? And a damn wet blanket.” Glenn foolishly punched Nick’s arm and flinched back in pain. “Shit, I keep forgetting not to do that.”

      Nick raised his brows and chuckled. “Yes, Glenn, you do keep forgetting that these arms are made of steel,” Nick laughed.

      He’d probably lost a bit of the heavy muscle mass he used to have when he was on duty, but he was still huge in comparison to the average guy. He was a six-foot-six-inch tall, 220-pound machine who was always ready for action. Definitely not to be messed with. The sight alone with all his tribal tattoos was enough to warn people, but poor Glenn most likely still saw him as the tall lanky guy he met when they were younger.

      “You seriously won’t come? What if I set you up with Bella? You like Bella.”

      Nick wouldn’t lie, Bella was hot, with a great body and super-model looks. The offer was tempting, Glenn knew it was, but not tempting enough to deviate from today’s plans.

      “No, Glenn, I’m serious. No more parties, and no women. I have shit to sort out.”

      The doorbell rang, interrupting Glenn’s next words.

      “You expecting company at this time?” he asked, narrowing his gaze.

      “No, definitely not.” It was 9:30. No one he knew would come here at this time. Except in some kind of emergency, and he doubted they would go to him. Maybe his mom would, but she would have called first.

      When Glenn moved to go and answer the door, Nick grabbed more coffee and downed it. Good, it was working. That sharp clarity coffee always brought with it was hitting him. It zinged straight to his brain and made his skin tingle. He was waking up now. He’d go for that run and head out to the office where he’d stay until it looked like an office.

      He started walking over to the fridge but stopped when he suddenly heard crying. A woman was crying and it was one of those hysteric, heart-wrenching cries of pain that got your immediate attention.

      Who was that?

      And what could have happened to make her cry like that?

      Nick decided to venture into the hall where the sound was coming from. The minute he turned the corner by the stairs he froze, wishing he’d stayed in the kitchen.

      Just like always his eyes glued to her perfect form.

      Even with her tear-stained, red, puffy face and dark circles under her eyes she still looked perfect.

      Mia always did. He saw her as perfection and everything a man could ever desire all rolled into one. It was all there, from the radiance that beamed from her long blonde hair flowing about her elbows; to her petite frame, which was enhanced by her fully rounded breasts; to her tiny waist that invited him to touch her; and her firm behind that looked great in the tight blue jeans she wore.

      Perfect. Nick wished he could take back the day when he started thinking that. Especially since he knew Glenn would skin him alive if he ever knew Nick had any thought whatsoever for his baby sister.

      The parties he could swear off easily, that wouldn’t be a problem, but it was a hard thing for a man to swear off women when the one he wanted was standing paces away from him.

      The one he wanted, and could never have.

      Nick knew that no matter what he felt, Mia was completely off limits to him. So off limits that she may as well have a sign stamped on her. But, even with the knowledge of that, he found it difficult to keep the warning at the forefront of his mind whenever he was around her.

      Jesus, he’d taken every step he could to avoid her. For him, avoidance was always the best tactic when faced with uncertainty. It meant that he could keep control.

      Control was something he lost just from the sight of her. His mind would leave him, it would abandon rational thought and go with his raging hormones that took over his damn body.

      It would have been easier if he didn’t suspect that she felt the same.

      She was four when he first met her. He was twelve and saw her as Glenn’s super-cute baby sister with her white-blonde hair her mother always placed in pigtails. And when it wasn’t in pigtails it was in ringlets. She looked like a living doll and her mother dressed her as such.

      Things were easy then. She was a child. The only feeling he had for her then was adoration. She was the little kid who used to follow him around with huge doe eyes, wanting him to come to her doll’s tea parties and see the new toys she got.

      It was still easy to see her as a child when she was sixteen. He was twenty-four and, while he was still aware that the huge doe eyes had now turned to starry eyes, he just thought it was cute and adorable. He put it down to a phase she’d grow out of.

      Things changed, though, when she turned twenty. She changed into this gorgeous, hot babe and suddenly he couldn’t use the age excuse anymore. Suddenly they were in their twenties and it was a massive, massive difference.

      It felt like someone switched on a light in his head and shone it straight at her. To say he was attracted to her was putting it mildly, and the fact that he knew he couldn’t have her made it worse.

      She was temptation, not Bella or any of the other would-bes that Glenn tried to set him up with. Mia was the real deal who could lure him into doing anything if she wanted.

      She was also the one thing Glenn was completely protective of.

      Nick last saw her five years ago, and there was a reason why he hadn’t since. He had an inkling before that he shouldn’t dare venture on the path to her, with her being his best friend’s sister and the eight-year age difference—which seriously was nothing—but Glenn had told him outright to stay away from her and stop giving her the wrong idea.

      Nick, of course, backed off because Glenn was his best friend, and he would never do anything to piss him off like that. They’d been through much as friends, and great as the temptation was, it would be wrong to cross him that way.

      Nick watched Mia cry, bringing her hands up to her cheeks. “My business is gone and he stole our inheritance.”

      “What the fuck do you mean?” Glenn roared.

      “He stole it,” she cried, nodding. Strands of her golden hair broke free from her pony tail and she brushed it behind her ear. “Everything is gone.”

      “How did that happen, Mia?” Glenn balked.

      Nick looked at him. He always hated when Glenn spoke to her like that.

      Glenn’s overpowering, big-brother senses made him go over the top sometimes. Completely over, and it was unnerving to watch. Nick knew he was just trying to look out for her, but sometimes it was too much and he would come across as intimidating, obnoxious even, and like he was trying to discipline a child.

      Mia hadn’t been a child in years; she was thirty now and shouldn’t have to be treated like that, regardless of what had happened.

      “Mia, God damn it, answer me! I’m so sick of you and your shit!” Glenn was shouting now and looked like he was going to lose his temper and hit something.

      “Hey man, cool it!” Nick cut in. He couldn’t help it. He had to say something because Mia was crying so much she was shaking.

      The interjection made them both turn to look at him.

      Glenn was seething, annoyed that he was interrupted. Nick could deal with that just fine. He was used to Glenn and his ever-changing moods.

      But Mia…

      Despite her tears, when she looked at him with those sea green eyes it felt like she was staring straight into his soul. He watched realization fill them and her eyes sparkled as she gazed at him. Then, damn him, he felt that twinge of attraction for her he knew he shouldn’t.

      “Nick?” She breathed in a soft voice. “When did you—”

      “This is not the time for reunions,” Glenn interjected abruptly, staring daggers at him.

      Nick watched him take hold of Mia’s arm and pull her away towards the study. She looked back at Nick, her eyes still taking him in and assessing, as if she was trying to work out if he was really there.

      Nick stared after her, too, knowing Glenn wanted her away from him so he could speak to her in private without the interruption.

      Wow, what a start to the day.

      Somehow he knew he wasn’t going to be taking that run outside or going to sort anything out at the office, because the one person that could change his plans had suddenly walked back into his life.

      He just wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
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      It was stupid.

      Oh so stupid, and on the scale of things that were going on right now, Nick should be the last thing on her mind.

      God, what was wrong with her? It had been years since she last saw him, but she just slipped right back into her old ways where her brain would turn to mush just from the sight of him and she would forget everything that was going on, no matter how important it was. Like now.

      She was going through something incredibly serious, something that didn’t just affect her, but Glenn too, but when she saw Nick all of that faded away, out of her mind and into the back of beyond.

      To her knowledge Nick was still in the Marines. Glenn had made her think that. She never thought she’d see him here. It never even entered her mind.

      They’d lost contact over the years despite her attempts. She understood that sometimes he wouldn’t have gotten her letters and packages until maybe weeks or months after they were sent, depending on where he was stationed, but his responses, when he did eventually reply, were always so brief. And they lacked feeling.

      So she made herself stop, realizing that if she continued with her stupid Nick obsession it would make her crazy.

      As hard as it was, she came to accept long ago that the man didn’t want her. And it was fine. It really was, and she forced herself to get over the foolish childhood crush she’d had on her older brother’s best friend.

      But sometimes, like just now, she was thrown off guard, displaced in time, and she couldn’t help herself.

      Nick was gorgeous. The kind of gorgeous that made you want to stare forever. Him with that spiky, dark brown hair that was always neatly cut, and those bright blue eyes that reminded her of the exotic Caribbean Sea. He had the kind of body you’d find on men from a wild sexual fantasy, with muscles that most men would kill for. And his tattoos…

      Mia was in the biggest shit she could be in in her life, but there she was mentally drooling.

      Until Glenn brought her back to reality and dragged her away from Nick, reminding her that she was in trouble.

      Every step she took with Glenn made her feel weaker, and made her regret her decision to come home. She always ran to him when she was in trouble, it didn’t matter what it was, so she’d foolishly believed she could do the same thing in this situation. After the hell she’d been through all she wanted was for him to take her into his arms and offer the comfort she craved since this nightmare took off, but Glenn had practically glossed over the fact that Mia had lost her business.

      Everything she’d worked so hard for over the last four years was gone. Just like that.

      When he led her into the study, she knew it was to really rip into her without Nick to protect her. Nick had always intervened when they were younger, even when she was in the wrong.

      The thing about today was, on the scale of all the things she’d messed up, this was the worst. Glenn was furious. He was so mad that his whole face was bright red and his eyes were blazing. She couldn’t say that she could blame him, because she’d just lost two million dollars from the inheritance their grandparents left them, and she knew more was undoubtedly going to slip away from them.

      She sat down in the chair set before the large mahogany desk and tried to compose herself. This wasn’t something she could run off and cry over, she had to deal with it. They had to deal with it.

      “What happened, Mia?” He rested his behind on the table and stared down at her.

      “Alan robbed me.” That was the short version.

      Alan was her accountant. She’d trusted him to manage her business and deal with her accounts, but he cleaned her out. Everything was gone; not even as much as a dollar was in her account.

      When she realized everything was well and truly gone and there was nothing she could do, she decided to leave Florida and head back home to Chicago.

      She had to use the housekeeping money she kept in a little piggy bank to get home. Fortunately, it was just enough for a bus ticket. The excruciatingly long journey took a day and a half and only served to devastate her more.

      The last few spare dollars she had were used for a taxi, leaving her with five cents in her purse. That’s it. That was all she had to her name.

      That fucking Alan. The lying son of a bitch had tricked her to another level. He made her think he had her best interests at heart and all that time—four years—he’d been stealing. Slowly, but surely.

      At first it was barely noticeable. He said it was necessary expenses and that she was in good hands.

      Mia had set up a day spa in Florida.

      Because she didn’t want to mess things up, she sought out who she thought were the best people. Her marketing team were amazing, the staff at the spa were fantastic, the developers, business managers, everyone was wonderful, and she thought Alan was too.

      He was so great she thought the world of him, and trusted him. She also very stupidly fell prey to his enticements and got involved with him. That was so stupid of her. So very stupid, because not only had he robbed her, but he made her feel used, too. Like it wasn’t enough for him to take her money, he took her body too.

      “Last week all the accounts were cleaned out. Everything from my business and the money from our inheritance.”

      “Mia, that money was in a secured account. How did he get into it?” Glenn asked, nostrils flared. He knew the answer even before she gave it.

      “He managed to get the password.” There was no point pussyfooting around it. She had to explain what had happened and it was best she just get it over and done with. Out of her system. “I wrote it down and kept it in the safe in my bedroom.”

      She didn’t think it was possible for Glenn’s face to turn any redder than it was, but it did. His face was so red it made his blond hair look stark against his skin.

      “Mia, how the fuck could you be so stupid? You don’t write down passwords like that! That’s why you’re supposed to think of something memorable. We had two million dollars, Mia.”

      More tears spilled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry, fuck. What do you think sorry can do right now? That was our inheritance. Our grandparents left that for us.”

      “I trusted him.”

      “Trusted him enough to let him into your bedroom?” Glenn’s eyes bored into her.

      The look he gave her told her exactly what he was thinking and she couldn’t even attempt to make it look like Alan had happened upon finding out that she had the passwords to the inheritance account in the safe and what the password was to open it.

      She was the one that told him. Her.

      God. It was like a curse. She trusted the guy so much that she told him everything. Two weeks ago he’d been talking about expanding the business and her future plans. That was when she told him that she had a million dollars she could work with to make it all happen. She didn’t think anything of it when he started questioning her about the money, and she told him how good she’d been to save the money and keep it for the exact moment she needed it. Her grandparents had left that money two years ago. It was released to them after her grandfather died.

      She told Alan all of that and mentioned that she’d been so good with taking care not to spend anything that she kept all the details in her bedroom safe. She’d even joked about it being out of her reach so she couldn’t go crazy buying shoes and handbags.

      If she could kick her own self she would.

      Alan charmed his way into her home, into her bed, and into that safe. God, she knew she’d been a complete fool. She had the worst experiences with men, the worst relationship history, but this totally stole the show.

      Glenn was looking at her like he was thinking this was one of those times when she’d gotten involved with some guy who promised to love her and offered her the world only to take her for a fool. Only part of that was true. She knew Alan didn’t love her. He didn’t promise her anything other than to take care of her accounts and business, but he did take her for a fool. Sadly, she played right into his trap.

      And with how angry Glenn looked she couldn’t bring herself to tell him the rest. The safe didn’t just contain the password to the account that held their inheritance, it also had the password to the storage facility that kept the art collection their grandmother had left them.

      Her grandmother collected art from every era. They had a collection of fifty masterpieces from great artists like Van Gogh and Monet.

      Mia came from a family who were all incredibly wealthy but were the kind of people who used their success to help others or the community in some way. All of them were like it, her parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Being given those paintings was a gift indeed, but not one to be sold off for the fortune they were worth. That was why she and Glenn decided to place them in a storage facility in Rochester until they had time to really sit down and decide what they were going to do with them. The facility was called Hamptons.

      Alan had taken the passwords that would allow him entrance to the facility and the vault they were being kept in. She’d never spoken about the paintings but the information she’d left in the safe gave a full run down of what they had. It was all the facility documents and everyone knew that you didn’t just keep any old thing in Hamptons. It was for the wealthy and well to do, designed to offer protection and peace of mind for those who wanted to store their priceless artifacts. She’d heard of people storing things like gold, ancient treasure and relics, paintings and art worth more than theirs, and bizarre things you could only dream up, like scrolls.

      In the safe she had an insurance certificate with an itemized list of their paintings and the value of each, the total of which was estimated around two billion dollars.

      She and Glenn had talked about opening a small gallery to showcase them because they were the kind of art you’d share with the public, people who could appreciate the work. They both thought that was what their grandmother would have wanted, and what she intended when she gave the collection to them.

      “I didn’t think he would do this to me.” What else could she say?

      Glenn grabbed the ceramic pen holder from off his desk and threw it across the room. It hit the wall and smashed, scattering shards across the dark blue carpet.

      “I can’t believe you lost our inheritance to some shit you’ve been fucking around with!” he yelled.

      “Glenn, Jesus, calm the hell down.” Nick’s voice pierced through the tension in the room and the anguish she felt.

      She looked at him through the tears that were once again pouring. He quickly glanced at her, offering a gentle smile of sympathy.

      Glenn glowered at him when he saw that, and Mia felt that if it were possible he would have incinerated Nick with his stare.

      “Nick, stay out of this, man. Now’s not the time to play mediator,” Glenn said, his voice filled with distress.

      “Bro, it looks like the perfect time to play mediator. You’re furious and I don’t want you to do something stupid and end up smashing up the place. Remember how much you hate cleaning.” Nick sounded cool and calm. “I know you’re angry but come on, this is Mia. You look like you could kill her.”

      “I could, for her damn stupidity,” Glenn retorted, narrowing his eyes at him with his nostrils flared.

      “Okay, but haven’t we all been a little silly at one point or another?” Nick asked in that lighthearted jovial manner she always liked about him.

      “This is so fucking not the same thing.” Glenn shook his head. “Nick, she screwed around with her accountant and now the bastard’s stolen two million dollars and taken her business.”

      Nick looked at her again, his expression plain and unreadable. “When did this all happen?” he asked her.

      She pulled in a deep breath and dabbed her eyes, wiping away the tears so she could see him properly. “It’s been a week.”

      “A week!” Glenn yelled. “Mia, this happened a week ago and you waited until now to tell me? Why didn’t you call?”

      Things were going from bad to worse. “I was working with the police to try and get the money back.”

      The situation only actually reared its ugly head five days ago. The first sign of the ugliness was going into work to find out that none of the staff had been paid. Neither had the trade accounts, and her suppliers were calling for answers. Like most companies, she’d set up all payments to come out on the last working day of the month. With it being the first week in September, some of her staff who had children wanted to squeeze in another trip, for some it would be their only break, to utilize what was left of the summer. The school term started back the following week. Mia couldn’t have felt worse when at least three of her therapists had to cancel their plans. Then the cherry on top of the nightmare was getting that gut-wrenching feeling to check her safe after she discovered the business accounts had been cleaned out. When she did she discovered it was empty.

      Up until that point she’d been calling Alan to no avail. Everything in her told her it was him, but she didn’t believe until she saw the empty safe.

      It was only then that she knew it could have only been him. He was the last person in her house, the last person besides her in her bedroom. The only other person who could have known that the safe was a safe, because she’d covered the door with a simple painting of a golden retriever. Only someone who’d seen her go inside it would have known it was a safe.

      “You should have called me,” Glenn blurted, cutting into her thoughts. “Why didn’t you call me, message me or something?”

      “I thought it was best to try and fix it.”

      “Mia—”

      “Glenn, come on, shouting isn’t going to solve anything,” Nick cut in, much to Glenn’s fury. “Mia, what did the police say?”

      “Nothing, they just took details from me and said they’d investigate and let me know when they had any updates. When I realized how long this could all take I decided to come here.”

      Glenn laughed a dark, cynical laugh that made her feel sick. “I just can’t believe this. I really can’t. If you had better judgement none of this would have happened. If you didn’t screw every guy who shows you attention this wouldn’t happen. Fuck!” Glenn snarled and stormed out of the room, leaving her with Nick.

      He slammed the door so hard the books fell off the top of the shelf and came down crashing to the floor.

      Mia gazed out the window feeling completely foolish. She couldn’t bring herself to look at Nick; embarrassment was killing her.

      Embarrassment over the situation and from what Glenn said. He made her sound like some kind of whore. She supposed she deserved that, after all she just lost their two million dollars and was surely about to lose the art collection, too.

      Glenn was right, she was stupid. Stupid for everything. Stupid for disclosing what she had. Stupid for being so trusting.

      It was all complete shit. And she didn’t just do herself in by trusting Alan. She hurt Glenn, too. She’d gotten his money stolen.

      A warm hand rested on her shoulder, bringing her mind back out of thought and remorse.

      Nick.

      She wanted to enjoy the warmth he gave and the comfort she felt just from his simple touch, but she couldn’t even bring herself to meet his gaze. He moved closer and kneeled down before her.

      “Hey, babe,” he said with a softness that melted her heart.

      Now that he was right there, inches away from her, she couldn’t help but meet his blue gaze, and doing so gave her a little sense of hope. It was his friendly face and that look of adoration he always had when he looked at her.

      He wasn’t shouting at her or reminding her of how incredibly stupid she’d been. He was just being Nick.

      “Hi,” she responded in a small voice.

      “It’s been awhile.” He smiled, revealing his gorgeous dimples.

      “Glenn never told me you were back.” She decided on small talk because she wanted to distract from the situation at hand, but her hands started shaking.

      He noticed and took both her hands into his.

      More warmth and comfort. That was what she instantly felt, again from a simple touch. It was what she needed. She nodded slowly, trying not to cry anymore. This was so not the way she imagined seeing him again after five years.

      “I left the Marines two years ago,” he explained.

      She raised her brows, wondering why Glenn hadn’t told her that. Maybe he thought she knew.

      “Really? I didn’t know. I feel terrible.” The more she thought of it the more apparent it became that it was ridiculous she didn’t know. Nick was practically a part of the family. Had she been so wrapped up in the spa that she’d glossed over knowledge of his return?

      As she looked at him she didn’t think it was possible that she’d been told and hadn’t acknowledged it. This was Nick. As much as she’d accepted that anything happening between them would only exist in her imagination, she still had the same feelings for him. The same attraction that she couldn’t resist or tame.

      She would definitely remember being told he was back.

      “Yeah, and I’ve been hanging out here.” A slow easy smile lifted the corners of his mouth.

      “I didn’t know.” She shook her head.

      Maybe everyone just forgot to tell her. The last couple of years had been crazy. Her parents had moved to Hong Kong so most of her spare time was spent there, and when she came back to Chicago it was for a few days at a time. She’d see Glenn but stay with Claire, her best friend from high school, only because Glenn visited her in Florida often and they saw each other when they went to see their parents.

      That must have been why she didn’t know Nick was back and actually living here.

      “Don’t worry about it, Mia.”

      She held his gaze as the misery took hold of her again. “I really messed up this time, didn’t I.” She bit the inside of her lip to keep from crying out.

      Glenn was furious, but she knew when her parents found out they’d be the same. She knew Glenn could blow up at times, but she was actually counting on him to be the one who would help her.

      Her father was going to go mad. Just like he did when she used her trust fund money to set up her business. He was an investment banker, a person who was fully clued up on everything, so he would see her stupidity straight away. His first attack, like Glenn’s, would be about writing the passwords down.

      When her shoulders shook and she broke down, she knew any control she had was gone.

      Nick pulled her into his arms, taking her in and holding her, soothing the pain she felt from her loss. Soothing away the cloud of despair that covered her mind.

      “It’s okay. I got you,” he whispered against her ear as she clutched onto his shirt, holding on against the weakness that engulfed her. “I got you, Mia.”

      And with those words came the comfort she desperately sought.
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      It rained, just as Nick predicted.

      A storm had actually blew in over the area and lasted right into the evening. Glenn had left the house and still hadn’t come back. It was eleven. Nick figured he must have gone to Sam’s bar to play pool. That’s what Glenn did to blow off steam.

      He’d probably never had to blow off this much steam, though. This was big, and more serious in nature than anything else. His anger was understandable.

      Nick was hoping he’d be back by now, though, because he’d been left with Mia, and he honestly didn’t know what to do. He could handle most things. Terrorist plots, a war, an ambush, anything like that.

      A crying woman, however, was something else. The most he could do was comfort her, but that came with a limit. He couldn’t hold her all day. Much as he wouldn’t have minded.

      God help him, now was the worst time to be thinking about how great she looked and how good it felt to hold her. Nick had been like a drooling fool all day with her. He would have tucked her into bed but he drew a line at that thought and reigned in his crazy emotions that took over his damn mind.

      She’d gone to her room hours ago, and he’d gone up to his to see what he could sort out for his business there.

      He’d decided that he was going to take on the case with this Alan guy. In situations like this he knew he probably wouldn’t be able to get all of the money back, but he was going to try.

      He would have asked Mia more questions but he could see that she was too distressed to talk so he thought he’d do it in the morning and go see Sawyer.

      Time was essential in cases like this, but today wasn’t the day to harness it.

      The storm was getting worse and lightning flashed against the black sky followed by a roll of thunder. He didn’t know it was going to rain this badly. It didn’t bother him much, but reminded him of his younger years with his father and their camping trips. It rained more often than not and was the kind of rain that could cancel a trip, but they enjoyed it.

      The rain now was making him think about his dad. Nick wished he was still here. He really did, and would have given anything to have him back. When he was in the Marines he imagined trading stories with his father. He’d have something to share, just like his father had all his life.

      Nick would tell him about his time spent in Afghanistan and Iraq. His father had gone to the Gulf War when Nick was younger.

      He’d tell his father about all the missions he was most proud of, the ones where he made a difference in some way. Like when he saved a whole village from being blown up, and how he ran into an ambush and helped his comrades fight off some rebels who were attempting to destroy a hospital and take all the supplies. He’d tell his father how he got shot three times while he literally carried some of his men out of a building that had exploded, saving their lives.

      His father wouldn’t believe it was him. Sometimes Nick could hardly believe it himself, coming from the wild, reckless guy he used to be who didn’t have the best past.

      Nick had always been great friends with Glenn, but he’d managed to fall in with the wrong crowd. Always the popular guys at school who liked his daring personality. Unfortunately, he fell prey to years of drug abuse, which led to terrible mistakes he could never fix. The kind that left a hole in your life. Like his father’s death.

      His father never got to see him change and become a better person. His father never got to see this version of Nick. Because this version of himself only came about as a result of his death.

      The fact of that would always get to him. The pain was more manageable now, but he still felt it the same.

      Nick sighed and pushed the thought out of his mind, stopping the bad memories from resurfacing, just like his mother advised. Stop the thought and it would stop the feelings. The bad feelings.

      He pulled in a breath and took a break from looking at the spreadsheets he’d created on his laptop. Staring out the window, he could see that the storm seemed to be getting worse. The lights flickered above him and went out for a few seconds then came back on.

      He really hoped this wasn’t going to be the kind of storm to blow out the power.

      A shuffling sound outside his door caught his attention. Then when he heard Mia yelp as thunder rumbled across the sky again, he got up and opened the door, remembering how much she hated storms. Lightning and thunder terrified her when she was younger. They’d had a running joke about it for years, where she insisted that her fears were a thing of the past.

      She stood there looking scared with a blanket clutched to her chest. “Hi, I hope I didn’t wake you.” She looked nervous.

      “No, of course not. You okay?” He looked her over. She had her hair up in a high bun that highlighted her exotic cheekbones and made her look younger.

      She definitely looked young, like teenager young, in that Batman t-shirt and loose, pink pajama pants. It was really laidback wear that wasn’t designed in any way to have any form of sex appeal, but her body betrayed the casual innocence the clothes displayed.

      “Yes, I was um, wondering if um… If I could hang out in here with you? I could sit on the floor in the corner. Completely out of the way, and not bothering you at all.” Her eyes widened, making her look pitiful and vulnerable.

      “You want to hang out with me? In my room?” He inclined his head to the side. He was only messing with her, but wanted her to confess that she was asking to stay because she was scared.

      “Okay, what if I just come in and not talk? I know today was like some hell disaster and we dragged you into another family drama, but I just don’t want to be in my room, by myself.”

      “I’m not allowed to have girls in my room.” He really tried to say that with a straight face but burst out laughing when he saw the shock on her face.

      “Nick.” She smacked him in his chest playfully.

      “I’m just messing. Of course you can come in; the storm is terrible, isn’t it?”

      “I didn’t notice.”

      He laughed at her as she tried to act cool while she walked in.

      When the thunder rumbled again and lightning rippled through the sky she screamed, dropping the blanket, and came running back to him.

      “Did you notice it now?” he asked, laughing.

      “Don’t laugh.” She clutched onto his shirt and looked up at him. “Okay, I confess I hate it. It’s worse when I’m anxious.”

      He took hold of her delicate shoulders, admiring the silky feel of her skin, and smiled at her. “It’s cool. Stay with me.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. He released her. “I swear I won’t get in the way.”

      “Babe, you aren’t in the way. This is your house, remember,” he chuckled.

      “It’s not. You live here and I’m a guest.”

      He shook his head at her. “Take the bed, make yourself comfortable, and get some sleep.”

      She had to be tired. The stress alone from what had happened must have been getting to her.

      “Thanks for being so nice to me.”

      “Mia, you aren’t going to get any slack from me. Why don’t you get some sleep,” he offered. He’d most likely stay up all night anyway, but not in here. The last thing he needed was Glenn coming back drunk and pissed, and finding Mia in here, in Nick’s bed.

      “I can’t, I can’t sleep. I haven’t been able to sleep properly since everything went to hell. And I sure can’t sleep now that Glenn’s not home. Where do you think he went?” She looked worried.

      It was better that Glenn stay away until he cooled off. Much better for all of them. Nick hated him getting mad at Mia the way he did, and the things he said sometimes were vile. If Nick had a sister he would never speak to her the way Glenn spoke to Mia. Angry or not, Glenn shouldn’t have basically called her a slut, and truth be told, if Glenn was someone else, Nick would have punched him.

      “He needs time, Mia, trust me. It’s best he gets over his grief and comes back when he’s ready to act civilized.”

      Mia looked down with sad eyes.

      “Hey.” He lightly brushed her cheek with his thumb and she returned her gaze to him. “We’ll get through this.”

      “I don’t know how.” She shook her head. “I don’t see how. The police couldn’t help.”

      “I’m sure they’re doing whatever they can, but I was thinking I could do a thing or two of my own,” he offered.

      “Well if you mean tracking Alan down and hanging him over a bridge, then that would be great.”

      “I’m good to do that if you want.” It was definitely something he’d consider if he did get his hands on the dirt bag. “But I was thinking more along the lines of tracking him and trying to get some of your money back,” he offered.

      Her face brightened and her mouth dropped. “You can do that? How? How can you do that?”

      “New job. I started a private investigation firm. I thought I’d harness some of my investigative skills and apply it to civilian life. This is my kind of case.”

      “Really Nick, that’s amazing. I can’t believe you do that. Why didn’t you say before?”

      “You were too distressed to talk about it, and now you’re too tired.”

      She might not think she was tired but she was. He’d need her to go into more details than she had shared earlier and it was verging on midnight.

      It would be best if they went down to the station, spoke to Sawyer, and brainstormed from there.

      “I’m fine. I can talk.” She nodded.

      “Good, well we’ll talk about something else, then.”

      “Nick, I’m freaking out here. The thing is, if it was just my money I’d be distraught and upset but I’d be able to deal with it, but Glenn’s money got taken too. It won’t be long before my parents find out and It would just be best if I could get as much help as possible now.”

      “I understand, but trust me, you need to take a step back from this. Just for the next few hours.” He nodded firmly and gave her a pointed look, which she knew meant he wasn’t going to change his mind.

      “Okay,” she sighed.

      It was better this way. Any talk of it on his part would most likely distress her further. The theft happened a week ago; had it been the same day there was a chance that maybe he could do something about it. But a week was out of reach and control. Money went through the system and dispersed. He could bet his arm and leg that the account the money was transferred to no longer held it. Theft of this level could mean dealing with several off-shore accounts and could be spread across various different accounts by now. The chance of reclaiming the money was always slim. Even with a team of experts tracking it all down, there was a chance they would never be able to locate it all.

      Telling her that at this time of night wouldn’t help.

      She turned and bent down to pick up the blanket. Apart from noticing straight away how good her ass looked and trying hard not to look, he saw the edge of her top lift away, revealing a little butterfly tattoo. It was just in the center back of her waist, nestled in the deep curve that showed off her perfect shape.

      “Babe, you got a tattoo.” He hadn’t meant to comment, the words just came out.

      She picked up the blanket and smiled when she faced him. “Oh that, I thought it was cool. And this…” She pulled the waist of her pants down her hip and showed him the tiny lily that adorned her skin.

      Was it wrong that that simple thing turned him on? He had to resist the urge to touch her.

      “I went through a phase where it was tattoos and piercings.” She smiled.

      “Piercings?” His interests peaked.

      “Yes, I did my belly button.”

      Damn it, she lifted up her top and showed him the light blue stone centered in her belly button. It looked great against her golden skin.

      “And my—” She caught herself before she continued and turned bright red.

      Nick pulled in a slow breath to keep himself calm. Imagining where else she was pierced made his cock stir and any real thought was going to reveal exactly what he was thinking in his jogging pants.

      “Other parts,” she offered quickly.

      Now he had to ask. “Like where, Mia? I never figured you to be the tattoos and piercings type.”

      “I’m not, well not anymore.” She giggled. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re practically covered in tattoos.”

      “You don’t like my tattoos?” He folded his arms.

      “I do like them but you’re looking at me like I crossed over to the dark side.”

      “Sounds like you did,” he joked. “Where else did you get pierced?” He looked her over.

      “Stop trying to guess, you’re making me nervous.” She hit him with the blanket.

      “Tell me then. Or I’ll check for myself.” He took hold of her and she tried to break free.

      “I got my nipples pierced, Nick,” she blurted and squirmed out of his hands, swatting him away.

      “You didn’t,” he challenged, now really imagining it, and it was a beautiful sight.

      “Yes, and I’m not going to show you. I don’t have it anymore anyway.”

      “Why not?” He’d never been with a woman who had nipple piercings. That would be interesting.

      “I thought I looked better without them.” Shyly she smoothed a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      “I’m sure you looked good either way.” The words came out before he could stop them. “I mean…” What the hell could he possibly say to save himself.

      She burst out laughing. “I know what you meant.”

      It was good to hear her gentle laugh. It rippled through the air and filled him. He continued to watch as she brought her hands up to her cheeks.

      “I can’t believe I told you I had my nipples pierced.” She gritted her teeth and lifted her shoulders slightly.

      “We’ve always talked about any- and everything.” He meant to be joking around but couldn’t help but notice the little flicker of something in her eyes, and the twinge he felt stir deep within himself.

      “We have,” she agreed and walked over to the bed. She sat on it cross-legged, resting the blanket next to her.

      He joined her, sitting opposite so he could see her.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, bringing her hands together.

      “Me, too,” he agreed, if only for the fact that he’d been able to calm Glenn and offer his support to her.

      “I can’t believe I haven’t seen you in years. It doesn’t feel right. I missed you, a lot.”

      “I missed you, too.” He had, and felt worse when he thought about the reason he’d stayed away and lost contact with her.

      Seeing her now made him wish he hadn’t, even though he was certain he would have ended up offending Glenn in some way. That was the price you paid for friendship, if you valued it.

      You’d be loyal even if you were denied an extremely beautiful woman.

      “So, a PI firm, that sounds great.”

      “It will be if I can organize myself.” He started telling her about what he was doing. They talked for hours until she rested her head down on one of the pillows and closed her eyes. Seconds later she was asleep.

      He covered her with the blanket and watched her for a few seconds, taking in how angelic she looked. He moved over to the sofa, thinking screw it if Glenn came in.

      Nick was tired now and had the feeling that he was in for a very long day.
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      “I’m sorry. We understand your worry but there’re no updates yet,” said the officer on the phone.

      Mia sighed and pressed her hand to her cheek. At least this officer hadn’t come across as rude and uncaring like the last. Although, to be fair, this was her fifth call to them since last night. The second since this morning, and it was only ten. She made her first call for the day to the Florida Capitol police after Glenn came in.

      She was still in Nick’s room. Mia had been in a much needed slumber but was still aware when Glenn came back.

      She could hear him, had recognized the way he shuffled around, and the panic she felt over the art collection returned to her. It woke her up immediately. Since Nick wasn’t there she made her way back to her room.

      “Thank you. I understand,” Mia told her.

      “It’s also best to wait to hear from us. We do always get in touch the minute we get updates,” the officer offered, still with that calm voice, even though she was essentially telling Mia not to call back.

      It was the “don’t call us, we’ll call you” message that Mia was also dreading to hear. It took away what little control she had left. All she wanted to know was if they could confirm that the paintings were safe, and if they’d tracked Alan down with the money. She knew the latter would be truly difficult but thought they’d be able to help more with the collection.

      She’d been trying to contact the storage facility since she discovered the passwords missing but had no luck in speaking with anyone. It wasn’t the kind of place that had someone on site to deal with customer queries. Anything query-related was dealt with by appointment of a week in advance, or they’d respond by email within the same time frame if the query didn’t warrant a face-to-face meeting. It was a terrible set up to give any form of heads up.

      She thought of driving down there herself, but the reason why she’d written down the passwords to their unit was that it was one she would definitely not remember. And it wasn’t as if she could ask Glenn for assistance because he’d know straightaway that there was a problem. On this matter, it would either be the police or the facility staff that could help.

      “Okay, I’ll wait to hear,” Mia replied. It was best to agree and act like it was fine, even though really she wanted to scream.

      “Good bye.” The officer hung up the phone and Mia threw hers onto her bed. It bounced off and dropped onto the floor, making a loud thud.

      She rested against the wall, not bothering to go over and pick it up.

      What the hell was she going to do?

      She was so worried about the art collection, so damn worried. She should have told Nick about it. Or Glenn.

      Yesterday, when she said the inheritance was gone, she should have voiced her worries over the collection, too. It would have been natural at that point to follow up what she said with the fact that Alan took the passwords to Hamptons as well.

      Her fear silenced her, and now her anxiety was making her see that she looked like she’d hidden it from him. Which yes, she knew she had.

      Looking like you were hiding something and actually hiding it were different. Hiding something without anyone knowing or suspecting still came with the chance to share what was going on. However, when you looked like you were hiding something and you were, it made the situation a hundred times worse.

      Glenn was already furious with her and hurt. She knew that by keeping something so important as the collection away from him was only going to cause more trouble.

      Mia made her way to the window and sat on the chair beside it.

      She remembered this being her thinking spot as a child and through her teens.

      Everything in here was the same as she left it. She hadn’t slept in this house for a long time, and last night she still didn’t sleep in her room.

      The last night she spent in here was the night before she left for Florida. She was so excited, although she’d had the biggest argument with her parents, who’d tried to get her to stay.

      They believed she’d struggle to make it on her own and build up a client base. They threw all manner of worries at her to give her something to be concerned about but hadn’t managed to shake her faith in herself. Glenn had been adamant but supportive at the time. He’d pacified the situation enough to diffuse it, and then she set off to Florida with the hope in her heart that she’d do well.

      Who would have thought that it would all blow up in her face years later?

      The day when she realized she wanted to be a beauty therapist was still clear in her mind. It was that light-bulb moment for her when it suddenly became obvious to her that it was an area that she was naturally good at and could pursue with no trouble at all.

      Apart from practically living at the salon and spa in town, she loved making up her own natural treatments and remedies for her skin and hair. That was something she did effortlessly and knew exactly what ingredients to combine to achieve a desired effect.

      Heck, she even went a little deeper and knew specifics that no one thought of. Like how making a banana-and-oat mask with a banana that was just about to go rotten has certain enzymes that not only worked great as an alpha hydroxyl but also a fantastic moisturizer. It was the chemical reaction that took place at that point that made the banana very sweet to taste, but also slightly sour.

      Back in Florida her blissful banana-and-wild-rolled-oat facials were a best seller, and the fact that it could be used across all skin types kept people coming back for more.

      That was just one thing. She knew a number of treatments like that that were all amazing, and the best thing was that they were made up from her own devices and imagination. She had the ability to enhance something that was average and well known into something that was remarkable.

      It made her sick to close her business. Stella, her business manager, was kind enough to wind it down for her, and made arrangements to sell what could be sold to gather the funds to pay the staff and other trade accounts she had. She also liaised with the insurance company to get what they could, too.

      She’d seen Mia’s distress and thankfully decided to help out. At that point it fell apart, all her hopes, dreams, and aspirations for the future simply faded before her eyes. The loss on capital was too extensive to regain, even with the abundant client base she had. Stella estimated that Alan stole over a hundred thousand just from the business. There was no way that they would have been able to make that all back, and the only reserve money she had was the inheritance, which was taken.

      Closing was the only option because that would also kick start the insurance claim, with business closure being one of the key criteria to start her claim.

      The debts would be covered with the payout, but that would be all. Mia couldn’t bring herself to stay and lock down her shop. It was hard enough to leave her apartment and pack everything she’d set up as her home.

      Stella took care of that, too, and arranged for what she couldn’t take with her to Chicago to go into storage. She’d encouraged Mia to go and be with Glenn, for the support.

      It seemed like the best idea at the time because that was the very thing she needed.

      She wondered if Glenn would ever forgive her for this. Would he hold it against her forever?

      Nothing like this had ever happened and he’d never acted so…bizarre with her. Sure, she’d be the first to agree and accept that in the past she’d done all sorts of things that would make anyone crazy and think that she didn’t have a clue as to what she was doing. But this incident was different. Alan had worked his way into her life so he could steal from her and destroy all that she’d built up.

      That was different to anything they’d ever encountered where he had to help her out. And those instances where he’d stepped in all came from her parents forcing her to go to college. That had been a disaster. And he made it sound like she slept around with anyone who showed her attention.

      That had been a horrible thing to say to her. She didn’t do that, and had never done that.

      Her massive breasts attracted a lot of male attention, but that didn’t mean she encouraged anything further than a few stares.

      He knew that she’d had a few bad relationships, but it didn’t give him the right to say that to her. And saying it in front of Nick made it worse.

      She continued to look through the window and caught sight of the one thing that could take her mind off of anything.

      Nick.

      He just walked out of the front door wearing a low-slung pair of Levi’s that drew her eyes to his long, muscular legs and the firmness of his behind.

      His Range Rover was parked in the driveway. He walked over to the garage and took out the long garden hose.

      She then watched him hook it up to the spigot and turn it on. When he shrugged out of his t-shirt and revealed ripples of fantasy muscles, she had to stop herself from drooling.

      This window and view had been great for this very thing when she was younger. Nick spotting. Back then, though, she’d watch him coming up the drive with Glenn or washing Glenn’s car.

      Just like then, she couldn’t stop herself from staring. That spikey hair glistened in the sun as the rays picked up the lighter parts and made them look almost like highlights.

      She ran her eyes over the tattoos on his body and thought back to last night.

      God, she still couldn’t believe that she told him she had her nipples pierced. But she’d definitely do it again to see that spark of something in his eyes that resembled desire.

      Just for a few minutes she pushed aside her worries and gave in to the attraction she felt for him. It reminded her that she was a woman. One who would have loved to run her hands over the gorgeous man below her and indulge in him.

      It was crazy, and the thoughts were ones she knew she shouldn’t be having.

      But it helped, all the same. If only for a little while.

      She got the feeling she should take the time for the break, because today, like yesterday, held any number of outcomes, which could all be bad for her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nick watched Glenn with keen eyes.

      He was sitting on the large sofa in the living room mindlessly flicking from one channel to the next. He’d been doing that for the last hour. Prior to that he’d buried himself in work, going through various files of past cases that were done and dusted.

      Glenn had come back in the early hours of the morning. The sound had woken Nick up.

      He’d gone to see him but Glenn didn’t want to talk. He looked exhausted, like he’d been up all night and drained out.

      Now he was in this catatonic state where no one would be able to reach him until he was ready to let them in.

      The last time Glenn was like this was when he’d broken up with Jenna, his long-term girlfriend of six years. He caught her cheating on him. Glenn had stayed like this for months and shut everyone out.

      Nick knew this was a little different, but Glenn’s behavior was the same.

      “I’m going to investigate this,” Nick said, breaking the tense silence that filled the room.

      He’d just been sitting here with him, trying to figure out what to say and how to make things better.

      The situation was bad and anyone could understand the anger Glenn felt. The guy had just lost his inheritance.

      “What’s the point? You and I both know that money is gone. We won’t get it back.” Glenn looked over at him.

      Well, at least he was talking.

      “That doesn’t stop us from trying. I can look into it and see what I can find.”

      Nick was hoping that this Alan guy wasn’t as clever as the criminals he’d encountered in the past. One of the first cases Sawyer put him on was to help him track a bunch of cyber criminals. They’d used sophisticated devices to make it difficult to find any trace of them.

      “I don’t know, Nick. I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that I thought I had a million dollars I specifically didn’t want to touch because I wanted to give it to the children I hope to have in the future, and now some piece of shit has it. Just like that.” Glenn tossed the remote control on the floor and threw himself back into the cushions behind him on the sofa.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Everyone’s sorry, but nothing can be done.” The expression of worry deepened on his face and he sat forward again. “What if this guy gets his hands on everything else?”

      “It’s a possibility. That’s why I want to investigate.”

      The door opened slightly, drawing their attention over to it, and Mia came in. She had her hair down and it flowed about her, curling slightly at the ends where it touched her elbows. It sparkled in the bright morning sunlight, emphasizing her beauty.

      She brought her dainty hands together and rested them in the center of her cleavage, which he couldn’t help but notice in the camisole top she wore. She looked from him to Glenn and kept her focus on Glenn.

      “Morning guys, I…” Her voice faltered and her hands started shaking. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Glenn looked like he would breathe fire at her. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough? I mean, come on.” He smirked with heavy sarcasm.

      “I want to fix this,” she said in a small voice.

      “Then leave it alone. Leave it all alone, and go back to Florida,” Glenn cried.

      The horrified look on Mia’s face got to Nick and made him feel bad for her.

      “Glenn, I don’t have anything left in Florida. Everything is gone. I have nothing left.”

      “Wow, well you should have thought of that before you gave your opportunist accountant access to everything.”

      “Glenn, this was a mistake. I trusted him. I knew him for years and he just took advantage of me.”

      Nick felt his fist clench. He couldn’t imagine anyone using her and it angered him that some guy had.

      “I don’t care about that. You should have exercised more caution. This is really fucked up, Mia. The guy stole two million dollars.”

      “Yes, and my business. I have nothing because of him.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      The anger and tension was too raw to talk to either of them and their arguments were just getting worse.

      “Find somewhere else to go, Mia,” Glenn declared, shocking them both.

      Nick looked at him as if he was mad. “Glenn,” he attempted.

      “You’re throwing me out?” Mia cried in disbelief. “I don’t have anywhere to go, and I need you.”

      “Find somewhere—”

      “That’s enough, Glenn. Stop it,” Nick said, standing up. Glenn stood, too, and squared off with him. “You aren’t thinking straight, and that’s understandable given the situation, but this is her house, too. You can’t throw her out.”

      Glenn narrowed his eyes at Nick, seething.

      Nick ignored Glenn and turned to Mia. “Mia, just leave this to us. I’ll come and see you in a little while and we can talk.”

      She nodded, looking grateful, and thankfully left.

      When Nick looked back to Glenn he saw that his face was so red he looked like he was going to explode.

      “You need to stay out of this, Nick.”

      “No, you’re acting crazy. Were you seriously going to throw her out?” He couldn’t believe that.

      “Yes. The reason why she keeps doing these stupid things is because there are no consequences. She’s never had to really work hard for anything. She’s the damn pampered princess. She needs to be out on the street to learn some sense, and learn that I can’t keep saving her.” His nostrils flared.

      “Glenn, nothing has been this big.” Nick shook his head at him. He tried to recall the past events and couldn’t summon anything this bad to memory.

      “It doesn’t have to be this big. The fact is she’s always doing something and I have to fix it. Me, I’m tired of it.”

      “You can’t throw her out. She’s your sister,” Nick reminded him.

      “Yes, my sister, and you’d do good to remember that.” Glenn eyed him fiercely.

      Nick rocked back on his heels and gazed back. He didn’t have to wonder what Glenn meant by saying that. He knew, but he’d still ask.

      “What are you trying to say? Why would I do good to remember that Mia’s your sister when I was the one that just reminded you?” Nick smirked at him.

      They didn’t play games so he went straight in for blatant. If Glenn was going to tell him again to leave Mia alone, then Nick wanted to hear it. He was surprised yesterday when Mia told him she didn’t know Nick was home from the Marines and living here. It seemed something the general person would have mentioned considering this was their family home, and something you would share with family members who were likely to come by.

      It was odd that she didn’t know, but thinking about it, Nick thought it implied that Glenn didn’t want her to know.

      “Drop it, it’s fine. I don’t want to argue with you,” Glenn replied with a frustrated sigh.

      Nick gave him one last look and then he left, deciding he would go and talk to Mia. He went up to her room to find her crying on the bed, the sight of which saddened him further.

      He stood in the doorway wondering if he should go inside. She did a lot of crying yesterday, too much. She’d only resembled the girl he once knew last night when she’d gone to see him.

      Nick looked about the room as he stood by the door. It had been closed off this whole time, but seeing it now brought back memories of their childhood. Memories of her, of them all, and how they used to be. This room had evolved from a princess’ chamber covered in pink everywhere. She’d had curtains with lace and bows on them, a wall for her dolls and stuffed toys, and a walk-in wardrobe that was filled with what she called her princess dresses.

      Now it looked like something from one of those post-romantic paintings she loved from the Victorian era. Instead of pink, the colors splashed about the room were cream and burgundy. The wrought-iron-framed bed had replaced the child’s bed with tassels, and the medieval-looking chandelier hanging over it carried off the look. The princess was all grown up, had been for many years, but she was still the same girl.

      And Nick knew the girl would have needed him again now. So he went inside.

      The sweet fragrance of her filled him as he got close and sat on the bed next to her. The smell would be vanilla. He knew she liked that. She loved anything with that smell in it, so everything—her shampoo, perfume, hairspray, everything she could get her hands on—smelled like that.

      As she sobbed, her shoulders shook and all that silky hair sprawled out behind her. He couldn’t help but stare at her tiny frame, perfect in all the right places. He could see just a little more cleavage and the swells of her breasts from the angle at which she lay, and the deep curve of her waist only enhanced those shapely hips and thighs.

      She hadn’t been in the house and back in his life for two full days yet, but already she had him consumed with thought, thinking about her nonstop. He couldn’t even acknowledge the scary thought that no other woman had ever managed to do this to him.

      Swallowing hard, he forced himself to focus. When he rested his hand on her shoulder, she responded by reaching across and lightly placing her hand on his. It was a small gesture, but the touch spread heat through him.

      “What am I going to do, Nick?” she asked on the edge of a labored breath. “Glenn wants me gone. I don’t have anywhere to go, I have no money, and I can’t fix this,” she cried, rolling over onto her back.

      “This is your house, Mia.”

      “He told me to leave. If you weren’t here I’d be on the street.” She wiped at the tears that ran down her cheek.

      Nick wanted to tell her things wouldn’t have gotten that far, but he didn’t think he could. Glenn looked serious, and probably would have done it.

      “I could still be on the street.” She sucked in a breath.

      “I wouldn’t let that happen to you.” He smiled.

      “He might throw you out, too. Then we’d both be outside.”

      He laughed at that, because from the way Glenn looked Nick didn’t doubt the possibility, but if it happened he’d be cool.

      “Sounds like the perfect chance to get that gingerbread house we talked about years ago.” He was trying to cheer her up, but it didn’t work. She frowned at him, knitting her perfect brows together and pursing her lips.

      “You still think of me as a child.” She said it with a sort of disappointment that showed a slight hint of hurt.

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “Gingerbread house, Nick? Like Hansel and Gretel.” She frowned even more.

      “Hey, I’m doing my best here. If Glenn throws us into the street, I’d definitely take an edible house over…” He was still trying.

      “Over a regular one?”

      “Not so much. It’s cool, though, right?” He smiled down at her and there it was, the smile he’d been waiting for.

      It was faint and brief, but there. The smile spread across her pink lips and reached her eyes. She sat up and adjusted herself so she could hug her knees to her chest.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      He shuffled over so that he was closer to her. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

      “You always stop him from really ripping into me when he gets mad.”

      “I don’t like him shouting at you.”

      Even though her face was blotchy from her tears, her cheeks still warmed into a blush. “Thank you, I don’t have anybody who looks out for me like that.”

      “I’ll always take care of you, Mia.” Maybe that sounded too forward, but on account of the fact that he always did look out for her he thought it was okay to say.

      “Thank you, but…you shouldn’t have to.” She wiped away fresh tears.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I really messed up big time. You must think I’m stupid, too. I should have shown better judgement. I just didn’t think Alan would do that to me. He took care of everything right from the start. I knew him for years, and he helped me build my business into what it was.”

      Nick didn’t bother to tell her that Alan was most probably grooming her. That was standard with con artists. They’d get to know their victims, get them to trust them, and then strike when all defenses were down. The length of time she’d known the guy told Nick that he would have been stealing from her long before she noticed anything.

      “Unfortunately, that’s how guys like that work,” he offered.

      “And I practically had stupid stamped on my forehead.” She winced.

      “No, he could have done it to anyone.”

      “I just wish that it wasn’t me.” She wiped her tears. “I feel like such a fool. I feel like he looked at me like I was some dumb blonde with no sense. The rich princess.”

      “Mia, you can’t feel that way.”

      “I can’t help it. I moved to Florida to get away from here. I wanted to show everyone that I could be successful by myself. My family looks at me like I’m a lost cause; I wanted to show them that I could take care of myself and that my ideas for how I wanted to live my life work.”

      Nick was surprised to hear that. Very surprised, because he didn’t know she felt that way.

      “Babe, I don’t think your family is like that.”

      “Yes, they do. You weren’t here to see it,” she pointed out. “My parents forced me to go to college and study law like Glenn, and I dropped out after the first semester. Then they tried to get me to go back and change courses to economics. That was even worse. Come on, can you imagine me doing either of those? I never finished college and that made them crazy. My dad was furious when I used my trust fund to pay for beauty school and set up my business, but that was what I wanted to do. Finally I knew what I wanted, and now look at me.”

      Nick kept his focus on her as she poured out her feelings. “I’m going to look into it all for you guys,” he told her. “I don’t know what I can do, but we’ll see. Don’t worry about your family and what they think. And don’t worry about your business, either. What’s happened is in the past, but it doesn’t mean that you can’t rebuild and start afresh. You just have to get through this part first. Okay?”

      “Okay.” She nodded slowly, accepting, but then worry filled her face again. “Nick…um.”

      “What, babe?”

      “I’m worried about something else. In fact, I’m terrified about it.” Her eyes widened and she brought her hands up to her cheeks.

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s really bad.”

      From the look of her, he got the feeling that things were about to get a lot worse.
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      Talking to Nick last night had helped, and it helped now, too, to take the edge off her fears. She’d revealed her deepest emotions. Mia had never even told Claire about how she felt about her family. She’d never told anyone, but it was all true. That was how she was treated, and it would be worse now that, in the pursuit of her business, she’d managed to lose two million dollars and, damn it, she was sure the art collection was gone as well. Those gut instincts were shouting so loud her whole body tingled.

      She pulled in a deep breath as she was about to unleash her biggest worry.

      “Our grandmother left us some of the paintings she collected. Glenn and I were going to open a small gallery at some point, but we placed them in a storage facility in Rochester. Just until we had the time to set everything up.” She watched Nick’s expression change.

      He was very aware of the types of paintings that her grandmother collected. He knew that Mia wasn’t talking about any old collection.

      “Did he get the password for the facility?” Nick asked biting the inside of his lip.

      Mia nodded, feeling the anxiety gnaw away at her stomach.

      “Oh shit,” he said, standing up. “Mia, why didn’t you tell us about that? The money is a lot harder to keep track of. Something like paintings are easier to manage.”

      He’d been incredibly sweet so far, and understanding, but it looked like she’d just lost that edge.

      “I was scared. Nick, the paintings are worth billions. The password was in the safe with everything else.” She grimaced, feeling the impact of the fear weigh in on her. It nauseated her.

      “Do you know if the paintings were stolen?”

      “No. I tried to find out but I didn’t get anywhere.” She brought her hands up to her cheeks again. “Nick, if the paintings get taken and Glenn and my parents find out, I might as well jump off a cliff.”

      “No.” He shook his head at her. “Don’t you dare think like that. Come on, let’s get to the station. I have a friend I work with. We can see what we can come up with and take it from there.”

      “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She was grateful that he wanted to help, and for his understanding.

      She quickly got up and grabbed her jacket and purse.

      Glenn wasn’t in the living room when they went downstairs. She wanted to let him know where they were going and that she was doing something to fix the problem, but it seemed like he was in his room.

      It was okay; maybe it was best that they didn’t speak. He’d never been so mad at her, so mad he would throw her out on to the street. She felt bad that it had come to this, and that she’d lost his trust.

      Hopefully they’d have some news when they got back, and hopefully Alan hadn’t gotten to the paintings.

      An hour later they sat in one of the offices at the police station with Nick’s friend Sawyer, who was a detective.

      She explained all that had happened and was asked to provide all the information she had, from business documents Alan had dealt with to receipts. Thank God she’d had a majority of that stuff stored on a file that she had saved to a memory stick. She could give that to them later.

      What was hard was showing Sawyer the pictures she had of Alan, and then feeling her heart drop into an abyss of shock when he showed her an actual picture of Alan in their system. Their system that listed all the people who’d been charged with various crimes.

      But he wasn’t called Alan. His name there was Simon, and he had at least ten other aliases.

      All Mia could do was stare at the computer screen, feeling fragile like if someone touched her she’d shatter. How could she have gotten involved with this person. It was all good and well to look back at mistakes and think of all the if only’s but she’d definitely exercised no care whatsoever in all her dealings with Alan. He’d been in prison for theft and embezzlement, had offenses built up from the same thing, and had the added bonus of drunk driving, drug-related offenses, and a host of other things.

      If she felt like a fool before, she felt even worse now. And it was embarrassing because Nick was here. He saw her stupidity in choosing a shady accountant, but what was worse was he’d seen the poor choice of a man she’d been with.

      “We’ll get the fraud and embezzlement team on this,” Sawyer told her.

      She watched him straighten up in his seat, squaring off his shoulders that were nearly as massive as Nick’s. Nick had told her that he and Sawyer met when they served in the Marines.

      “But there is some bad news. I managed to get through to the senior manager at Hamptons and he’s confirmed that the paintings were released.”

      Her heart jumped into her chest at that declaration and she couldn’t breathe.

      Shit! What was she going to do?

      She looked over at Nick who was sitting in the chair next to her and couldn’t help the bout of tears that gripped her. He put his arm around her but she didn’t feel comforted.

      “What am I going to do?” All she could think of was Glenn and her parents.

      Nick gave her shoulders a gentle squeeze, then released her so that he could sit forward.

      “When did they get released?” he asked Sawyer.

      “On Monday, so well before the money went.”

      Mia closed her eyes, shutting them tight. Alan had only been in her home Saturday making her dinner and acting like he cared for her. That was all part of his plan to get into her bedroom. What a damn mess.

      “What can we do now?” Nick asked, breaking into her thoughts.

      “We can track the paintings because they fall under our jurisdiction. Hopefully try to intercept any sales. The money is a different story. We’ll do our best to liaise with the police in Florida on that, but this could all become a federal matter.”

      “Federal?” she asked in a weak voice.

      “FBI, sweetheart. We’re talking about millions here and priceless paintings. And he’s working across states. There’s only so much we’re allowed to do. If he leaves Illinois they’ll have to be contacted.”

      “Am I okay to work with you on this?” Nick asked. She could see that he’d noticed her further distress. “I’ll need access to your systems.”

      “Of course, bro.” Sawyer smiled.

      “Thank you. Both of you,” she told them. The tears still came, but she wanted to show her gratitude. “I know it looks bad, but how long could something like this take?” she asked.

      “I won’t lie to you, or give you false hope, but this could take a while, especially since we’re dealing with a real con artist,” Sawyer answered and ran a quick hand through his short black hair.

      “Alright, keep me posted. At least now we know what we’re up against. I’ll come back here in an hour or so and do my thing,” Nick said standing up, ready to go.

      She joined him.

      “See you later,” Sawyer said to Nick.

      Mia followed Nick outside, back to his car in the parking lot. He didn’t say anything to her and there was a tenseness about him that told her he was put out by the situation.

      “Nick.” She stopped just before they got to his Range Rover.

      He turned to face her with an irked expression. “What is it Mia?”

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “Mia, I don’t want to rip into you the way Glenn did. But damn, didn’t you do a little research first before you got involved with that guy?”

      She couldn’t answer, because she didn’t do much. She’d put out a job posting for an accountant and Alan responded. His references checked out, but then they were just from previous employers, which could have been fake, or set up to set her up. She didn’t bother with a criminal record check because the references were glowing. He seemed perfect.

      “I wish that I could have done things differently. I trusted him.”

      “Mia, babe. I know you think that’s an excuse but it isn’t.” He shook his head and walked away to get in the car.

      With reluctance she followed, feeling numb because it now felt like she was alone again.
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* * *

      Claire came to see her later that evening.

      She brought tubs of chocolate and coconut ice cream, Mia’s favorite. It was comfort food that could cheer them both up in their younger days. They’d been friends since birth.

      Claire came to see her in Florida at the start of the year and actually met Alan. She hadn’t liked him and thought Mia could have at least gotten someone better looking. At the time, Mia thought the comment was cruel, but wished she could have been shallow enough to break up with him based on his looks. He was tall and lanky and had what she called average looks. He definitely didn’t have the gorgeousness of Nick, but then few people she knew had. If she’d been shallow she wouldn’t have been in the mad situation she was in now.

      Claire tucked a wayward strand of her long black hair behind her ear. Mia noticed how well put together her friend looked the minute she walked in earlier. Her hair was silky smooth and smelled like she’d just been to the salon, her nails were perfectly manicured with a glossy pink color on them, and her eyebrows had been shaped to a perfect arc. It was all what Mia classed as simple things but knew that, while she could do a lot of those basic treatments on herself, it would be a while before she could afford to buy what she needed to do so.

      Mia, who had always been the rich friend that bought everyone everything, was now completely broke.

      Broke-broke, with no one to turn to. When she got back from the police she decided to call her parents.

      The hollow in her soul had overwhelmed her the minute she heard that the paintings had been taken, and she just couldn’t keep the situation away from them any longer. So she told them everything, but withheld that Glenn didn’t know about the paintings.

      It was like tangling herself up in a deadly spider’s web, but she did it for her sanity. She’d tell Glenn when she felt strong enough. Maybe by then Nick would have come up with something.

      As predicted, her parents were furious and thought she showed lack of care by not carrying out the necessary checks she should have on Alan. When she saw how mad they were she conveniently left out the part where she’d actually been involved with Alan. Mia knew she’d made a massive mess and didn’t need to be reminded from them, too, that she’d shown complete incompetence.

      Her dad had ripped into her, making her feel worse than Glenn had. Her mother was slightly more sympathetic, but still just as firm. Instead of offering to help they told her to get a job and try to find her feet again.

      As if it was that simple. As much as she’d been hell bent on not taking any money from them and taking care of herself, she was actually hoping that they would offer her some money, at least enough to survive on.

      But, no.

      “This is oh so good,” Claire smiled, placing a decent-sized helping of ice cream into her mouth.

      They both had a tub each. While Claire got through hers with little effort, Mia struggled. She hadn’t eaten properly in days and hoped the ice cream would offer some sort of comfort. It didn’t.

      In fact, it was making her feel sick. She set it down and rested her head back against the bed.

      “Mia, you have to eat. How about we go out? We could grab dinner.”

      “Claire, I’m broke, I have to get by on whatever food is downstairs and hope that Glenn doesn’t stop me.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I would pay. And relax, genius, I’m going to give you some money to help you out.” Claire nodded.

      Mia straightened up and looked at her friend in awe. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course I would. I’m offended that you’d ask me that. If it were me, you’d help me in a jiffy. I have a hundred in my purse and I’ll transfer some more in a few days when I get paid.”

      “You’re going to Spain, though.”

      Claire was leaving for Spain tomorrow. She was going to her sister’s wedding and wouldn’t be back for two weeks.

      “Won’t you need it?” Mia gave her a little smile when Claire shook her head.

      “No. I’m going to stay with family. Don’t worry about me. Let’s focus on you.”

      “I really appreciate it. I can’t believe I don’t have anything, or that my brother is being so mean.”

      Claire offered a sympathetic smile. “Give him time. He loves you and will calm down.”

      “He’s going to flip when he finds out about the paintings,” Mia said in a low voice. Glenn was downstairs somewhere, well out of earshot, but she was still being careful just in case he ventured near her room. When she came back here with Nick earlier, Glenn was in the kitchen. He wasn’t talking to her and looked angry at Nick for being with her.

      “Yes, he’ll probably go ape shit.” Claire widened her already huge brown eyes and shook her head. “Thank God you have your knight in shining muscles to take care of you.” A cunning smile lifted the corners of her mouth.

      “Who’s that?” she asked, pretending not to know Claire was talking about Nick.

      “Oh please, I know you aren’t suffering from the kind of trauma to give you amnesia. I’m talking about Nick,” Claire giggled.

      “Well he thinks I’m stupid, too.”

      “Does he?”

      “He asked me if I didn’t do my research before I got with Alan.” Mia was still hurt by that, as reasonable a question as it was.

      “Mia, I’ll ask you the same, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re stupid. I swear to God he likes you. And could he be any hotter?”

      Man-crazy Claire. She was the same girl in any and every year that she’d known her with her crazy mind set to always get the guy. Claire’s crazy ways had only served to fuel Mia’s desire for Nick to notice her.

      “Earlier he said if Glenn threw us both out we could get a gingerbread house.”

      “He asked you to move in with him?” Claire gasped.

      Mia glowered at her wondering how she could arrive at that. “Claire, that’s what you got from what I said?”

      “Yes, he was talking about the two of you living in the gingerbread house, right? So that’s asking you to move in with him.”

      Mia couldn’t help but laugh. She brought her hand up to her chest and her fingers brushed against the tiny diamond on a thin gold chain that was hidden beneath her clothes. The necklace was so much a part of her now that she forgot sometimes that it was there.

      Nick had given it to her for her eighteenth birthday.

      Up until that point she’d never had a present like that, and the fact that it was from him made it even more special. He was the only man to give her something so valuable. A diamond that was probably worth a thousand dollars but, like her grandmother’s paintings, it was priceless. Just for the sentiment. That was all.

      “He doesn’t see me like that. He thinks I’m a child, and I have to say that I’ve given him cause to.”

      “Mia, remember, you’re a victim here, not the bad guy. You messed up; it’s all about fixing the problem now.” Claire nodded.

      “I need a job that pays well.” She’d been thinking about finding ways to pay Glenn back for his portion of money that was stolen. “I need to get that money back.”

      “The two million?”

      “Yes.” She thought of doing beauty treatments for a prestigious salon that probably catered for celebs.

      “No offense, but unless you’re some sort of technician, a doctor, investment banker, or maybe a stripper, I doubt you’ll get that money.”

      “Strippers get that kind of money?” Mia couldn’t believe that.

      “They can. But don’t you dare even consider it. Obviously I was joking.”

      Sure, that was a joke, but it wouldn’t be very funny when Glenn found out about the paintings and really did throw her into the street.

      “I have to fix this somehow, and I can’t stay here for too long.”

      “It’s your house, too,” Claire pointed out.

      “I grew up here, but this is Glenn’s place.”

      She wanted to move to Florida permanently when her business took off and thought of getting a house to go along with the spa retreat. She’d actually wanted something built so she could be onsite. Something by the lake or the beach. That was why she held off so long on buying a house down there and chose to rent instead.

      “You can stay with me, but honey, if I were you I’d hang out here for as long as possible and let the gorgeous Nick take care of you,” Claire chuckled, nodding vigorously.

      “You’re so crazy,” Mia laughed.

      “I’m not. Just imagine running your hands all over that gorgeous body,” Claire squealed, making Mia laugh even more.

      Claire was a serial dater and was out with a different guy every other night. She’d had a handful of serious relationships, but always ended things for one reason or another. Mia thought she had commitment issues and was too taken with the idea of having attention from everyone, as opposed to one guy that mattered.

      Each to their own, she supposed. Mia had always been the kind of girl who wanted to find the one guy who could sweep her off her feet.

      “Don’t lie and tell me you haven’t thought about him like that.” Claire pointed her finger at her. “I know you have. You were completely crazy over him when you were younger. That kind of crazy doesn’t just go away, and he’s like a hundred times hotter with all that Marine muscle.”

      Claire was right and Mia couldn’t lie, but for herself she wouldn’t admit it, either. Several things went through her mind when she thought about Nick. The first was that he was out of her reach, and there was a boundary that neither of them would cross.

      There was one time, though—it was actually the last time she saw him—when she thought maybe there was a chance that he might like her.

      It was their body language and the way he looked at her. It showed more than the casual affection they displayed with each other prior to that. He was on leave from the Marines and her parents were visiting from Hong Kong. They’d had one of their family dinners where her mother prepared a feast. Nick sat next to her and she was excited for the attention he showed. It coursed throughout her, making her whole body come alive.

      But nothing became of it. It was that same year that she stopped writing to him and just cut ties. Claire could advocate for the obsession that took over during that time. If Mia wasn’t looking out for a letter in the mail, she was listening out for a phone call from him. That behavior went on for months until she had to take herself in hand and come to terms with the fact that Nick just wasn’t interested in her.

      It hurt, it hurt a lot, but it was something that she had to accept.

      “Claire, you know this is a no-go area for me that I’d rather not think about during this time. I feel bad enough about myself, so I’m just going to stick with trying to sort my life out.” That was the best answer she could give.

      Claire gave her that sympathetic look again. “Awww honey. Don’t worry, things will work out. I know they will. Doesn’t mean you have to keep your eyes closed to a gorgeous man while you wait.” She laughed.

      Mia shook her head and was about to say something when there was a knock at the door. She knew it was Nick because it was clear Glenn was keeping his distance.

      “It’s open,” she called out.

      Nick pushed the door open and stuck his head in.

      “I’m going to the store. Do you girls want anything?” he asked with that dazzling smile that made Mia’s whole body melt.

      “I’m fine,” Claire cooed and looked over to Mia with a conspiratory smile.

      “I’m fine, too,” Mia told him, trying to contain the butterflies in her stomach.

      “Alright. Movie later, babe? We can watch something from the crazy collection.” There was the smile again, and it was more effective because he was looking directly at her.

      While she may have been depressed from all that was happening, she hadn’t lost her mind and turned stupid enough to turn down the offer.

      “I’d love that,” she answered, smiling back and thinking of later. It was good to see that the annoyance she’d seen in him earlier had faded.

      “Cool, I’ll grab popcorn. See you around, Claire.”

      Claire raised her hand in mock salute.

      Nick laughed at that and left them. Mia knew even before she looked at Claire that she would be giving her some kind of I-told-you-he-liked-you look.

      And she was.

      “You know we’re like this all the time,” Mia offered.

      “I never said anything, babe.” She burst out laughing and Mia threw a cushion at her.

      As annoying as she was, she was funny, and the lighthearted break from the stress was most welcoming to her tired mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      She fell asleep before the movie finished. They ended up choosing the first Night of the Living Dead film.

      Nick finished watching it by himself because he needed the momentary distraction. Once it finished he went straight back to thinking about the situation with Mia. It got to him that she’d been involved with that guy—some criminal who’d worked his way into her life and took everything from her. But worse, it got to him that she’d actually been involved. Nick wasn’t jealous, he had no right to be, but he couldn’t help it.

      Glenn had warned him away from Mia. Him, who always took great care of her. And look who she found herself with. That Alan shit-face had multiple offenses of all sorts. Mia was lucky that all the guy did was con her. It grieved Nick to think of how he must have wormed his way into her life…and into her bed.

      That got to him, too—a lot.

      Before they went to the station he’d imagined some geeky-type person who was tech savvy. But when he saw the pictures of Alan on the police database, the sight of the guy infuriated him.

      Alan was thirty-six years old. Two years younger than Nick. He looked ordinary enough with his buzz-cut hair and sharp brown eyes, but there was a rough creepiness about him that would have given Nick every reason to be wary of him. He wished Mia could have felt the same warning and stayed away from him.

      It was pointless thinking about it that way. Pointless and fruitless because it only served to annoy him, and the tension in the house wasn’t helping, either.

      Glenn was ignoring them both now, and Nick couldn’t be bothered to try to reason with him when he was in the mood he was in.

      When he eventually went to his room he didn’t go to sleep, he spent an hour going over a few of the applications that came in for the secretary job he’d posted. While he was probably okay to do everything himself for the moment, he wanted to set everything up correctly from now.

      He didn’t want to suddenly get busy and then find he was swamped with work and had no form of organization. That almost happened last year when he was helping Glenn with a massive fraud case while he was also helping Sawyer out with a murder case. He’d just been granted his PI license. After seeing the skill and technique he employed in his work Sawyer offered him a fulltime job with the police. He thought they could use a man like Nick, especially with his high-level military background and expertise.

      Nick had turned down the offer in favor of freelancing. He hated the idea of being tied down to a full-time job, and didn’t want to only work for the police. He’d always had the goal of doing his work solo and saw restriction with a job of that nature.

      Being a true private investigator required pushing limits that would be outside an employment contract. It meant going rogue sometimes and operating in that gray area employer’s liability and shit like that wouldn’t cover. He knew that some jobs would require him to be a little rough around the edges, and use methods that would be deemed unconventional. Sometimes he would have to act like a bounty hunter. That was his style, always had been. In the Marines, Nick had managed to tame his recklessness and harness it into something that would make him an asset. He’d be the one that would take that step over the edge of reason and verge on madness when it came to situations like rescuing his comrades, or civilians who’d been caught up in a cross fire, or a bomb blast. Situations that warned you to run and stay the hell away to protect yourself.

      He’d be the guy who’d be daring enough to cross enemy territory knowing that he wouldn’t have back up.

      Nick would be that guy who’d run out unshielded into the line of fire, bullets blasting from both sides if he saw a way in to protect someone, or fulfill a call of duty. The mission was what mattered and he’d fulfill it at all cost, even if it cost him his life.

      To do what he had in mind properly he wanted his mind free of administrative work, so a secretary was definitely on his list. There were ten applications, and of them he found three ladies that sounded perfect for the job. He made a note to email them tomorrow.

      The next thing he did was a search of his own on the elusive accountant. He cringed at the picture that came up. The one Sawyer showed them earlier was a mug shot. In this one he looked like one of those slimy creeps who waited around a corner to rob you. His hair was longer and looked dirty, his face and his receding hair line more obvious. When Nick found his website and saw it listed him as a business accountant with a wealth of experience in managing new companies, he snapped his pen in half and filed a report to have the website shut down and tracked.

      There were more pictures but he stopped browsing. He’d seen enough.

      He had a face to go with the name. All he needed was a location. He couldn’t wait to meet this guy.

      Nick went to sleep on that thought and set out the next day with a plan. He went back to the station to touch base with Sawyer. There was some good news, but they couldn’t celebrate just yet. The Florida Capitol police had been in touch to let them know that some of the stolen money had been located in an account in the Bahamas. It would, however, be tied up in the investigation for another few weeks. Sawyer had also gotten some intel about the removal company that was used to get the paintings. They were able to get some CCTV footage from the storage facility that showed the company logo on the side of the van. Nick was looking into that today.

      He stayed at the station all day researching and looking through the information they had on them. They worked across the country doing mostly home removals and delivering office supplies. He got contact details for the guy who owned it and he confirmed the van registration information that had picked up the paintings. However, it just so happened that that van was listed as being on a job and had been for the last few days. Since they didn’t really do jobs that lasted as long as days unless there was a special booking, the van was reported as stolen. And with that, Nick was able to get a report out to keep an eye out for the van.

      It was a lot to organize, but Nick had a good feeling about this and felt progress was being made. The more eyes they got on the van, the better it would be. All he had to do was hope that the paintings hadn’t been sold off.

      The one thing you could trust with criminals who were into theft was that they’d try to get either the highest price for whatever it was they stole, or the thing of most value in exchange for it.

      Those things took time. According to what Mia had explained, Alan knew about the money and was stealing with the intent to get that money. The passwords for the storage facility and paintings were a bonus. A good bonus that the guy would never have had time to plan for. With the amount that Mia said the insurance company valued the paintings at, Nick knew Alan wouldn’t be dumb enough to sell off the paintings at the cheapest price.

      By the time he got home he was exhausted and ready to hit the bed, but a conversation caught his attention.

      It was Mia. She was in the living room talking on the phone.

      “Do I have to do topless? I mean, couldn’t I just be in my underwear? That’s still stripping.”

      That was what she said, he was sure of it.

      He stopped in the corridor and listened in as she continued.

      “Of course I know what stripping is, I was just asking because I’m certain the same effect can be achieved with underwear. I wear Victoria’s Secret, the lacey kind, so you can see most of my breasts. I just don’t want to be completely naked.”

      Jesus, what the hell was she saying? Nick pushed the image of her in her lacey Victoria’s Secret lingerie straight out of his head and rushed into the room, startling her.

      She actually jumped and dropped the phone, which he grabbed before she could retrieve it.

      “Hello?” came a man’s voice when Nick pressed it to his ear.

      “Who is this?” Nick asked.

      “Nick, give me my phone back now.” Mia tried to take the phone from him but he moved away from her. “Nick! Don’t you dare mess this up for me.”

      “This is Billy from Hogan’s Whores; can you pass the phone back to the broad?” He spoke in a thick New York accent that only infuriated Nick further.

      “No.” Nick would have put the guy in his place there and then but he was trying to fend Mia off.

      “Come on, man. Her picture passed. Looks like she has a great pair of tits that will bring in business here.”

      It was such a shame this guy was on the phone. If he’d been in front of Nick, he would have knocked his teeth down his throat.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Nick barked and hung up, cutting off the man’s next words.

      “Why did you do that?” Mia cried looking horrified.

      “You’re asking me that?” he retorted. “Seriously, Mia. Why the hell would you be calling Hogan’s Whores?”

      “I need the money. I have to find a way to get Glenn’s money back,” she answered.

      He shook his head in disbelief. She was saying that like she’d found the answer to the problem. “By stripping? In a strip club?”

      “Don’t say it like that, as if you’ve never been in that kind of club. I know you have.”

      He didn’t know what got to him more, the way she looked when she said that or the tear that ran down her cheek.

      “Mia, we’re not talking about me.” He wouldn’t lie and make himself out to be some saint, she’d know he was lying. “Stripping is not an option.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” she flared, wiping the tears away from her eyes with the back of her hands. “Or pretend you care.”

      “You know I care.” Surely, she must have known that. He’d shown nothing but care for her in the last few days.

      “No, I don’t. Up until a few days ago I never even knew you were back in Chicago and living here. If you cared that much you would have told me. Maybe if you responded to my letters I would have known.”

      “Mia… I…” He was stuck on how to respond because it was never that he didn’t want to respond to her, he just felt like it was best he didn’t because of Glenn.

      “It’s fine. I get it. I got it years ago.”

      “Mia, what are you talking about?” he asked because she seemed to be talking about something else.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she snapped.

      “It does matter,” he insisted. “Are you mad that I didn’t tell you I was back in Chicago?”

      “Nick, I’m mad about everything. Now give me my phone back.”

      “Like fuck I am. You aren’t doing it,” he said firmly.

      “Yes I am.”

      “No. I’m not letting you do something like that.” It was bad enough imagining her with that Alan creature, but to allow her to go off and strip so every man with eyes in Chicago could see her was out of the question.

      “The pay is good, and I could give Glenn some of his money back.” A tear ran down her cheek.

      “Fuck the money, Mia. What happened to make you think you should do this?”

      “Glenn. He called me a whore, he said if I wasn’t such a whore I wouldn’t have lost our money.” She covered her mouth as she broke down.

      Nick bit down hard on his lip.

      This was wrong. He understood the anger, and Glenn was his friend, but Nick couldn’t stand by and allow him to treat Mia this way. He took hold of her shoulders and tried to calm her.

      “Babe, I’m sorry,” he offered. “Mia, if I had two million dollars I’d give it to you. Since I don’t, we just have to leave the police to do their work. Stripping or whatever mad idea you’ve come up with isn’t an option.”

      “I can’t live like this anymore. He just blames me, all the time. If Claire was here I would have gone to stay with her, but I have to be here with Glenn hating me.”

      “Mia, I told you I’d take care of you.”

      “No,” she replied, surprising him. She pulled in a short breath and shook her head, looking seemingly more distressed. “I don’t want you to.”

      “Why?” He couldn’t imagine why she would say that. “Mia,” he prodded.

      “Because, being around you is too confusing,” she blurted, stepping backwards out of his grasp. “I can’t do it.”

      She was already crying, but the next tear that ran down the smooth skin of her cheek got to him, and the anguished expression that filled her green eyes couldn’t have spoken louder than if she were shouting her feelings to him.

      He held her gaze, feeling torn because he didn’t need clarification on what she meant. He understood perfectly what she meant, because he felt it too.

      The confusion.

      The confusion was the same for him. Being around her and wanting to do what his mind, body, and soul told him to do, and resisting. Having to hold back, having to touch her and remind himself that it couldn’t mean anything.

      Having to remember that his loyalty should lie with a friend that had always been there for him, a friend that had stood by his side when Nick went through the darkest time in his life. And Mia was the one thing he was told he couldn’t have.

      The confusion overwhelmed him sometimes, but just now it consumed him because it was the first time that Mia had ever given away any indication of what she felt for him.

      He opened his mouth to say something to her, he wasn’t sure what the hell that would be, but he never got the chance.

      The sound of a door slamming made them both turn. It was the front door.

      “Miaaaa!” Glenn roared. The sound of his voice echoed around the room.

      “Oh God. He knows. He knows about the paintings. He knows.” Mia winced, starting to shake. She clutched her hand to her chest and looked at him with wide, terrified eyes. “Nick.”

      Instinctively he cupped her face and gazed into her eyes. “Leave it to me.”

      “Mia!” Glenn thundered, storming into the room. He looked even more angry when he saw Nick holding her.

      Mia jumped back and backed away into the wall.

      “The paintings. They’re gone!” Glenn cried.

      “Glenn, it’s in hand, we went to the police and they’re trying to track them,” Nick offered.

      “We?” Glenn whirled around and faced him. “You knew about this and didn’t tell me?”

      “I was investigating. It was something that came up.”

      Glenn turned back to Mia. “Did you know there was a chance the paintings could get stolen before you came to Chicago?”

      Mia gazed at him and nodded. “I’m so sorry. I was scared to tell you. I didn’t want to disappoint you any more than I had.”

      “I can’t even laugh at the absurdity of that. You’ve always been a disappointment to me.”

      In all the years that Nick had known Glenn he’d never gotten so mad with him that he felt like hitting him. Until just now.

      While Mia broke down in floods of tears, Glenn turned and walked away.

      Nick looked over at Mia wanting to say something, but couldn’t find the right words. Instead he walked out of the living room and followed Glenn right into the gym.

      “What do you want, man?” Glenn turned on him, squaring off his shoulders like he was ready for a fight.

      “Why are you acting like such a prick?” Nick squared off, too.

      “Stay out of it. This is a family matter, it’s none of your business.”

      “It is my business when you act like this. I told you the police were dealing with the situation. Mia’s a victim in this and she came home for your support.”

      “Why does she need mine when clearly she has yours?” Glenn accused. “You’re supposed to be my friend. Mine. But every time she’s around you turn into some kind of fucking fool.”

      “Glenn, this isn’t you. It’s not, and I’m not going to speak to you when you’re like this.”

      “Good, then fuck off,” Glenn balked.

      Nick didn’t bother to answer him, he walked away before he lost his cool and hit him. He went back to the living room to see if Mia was okay but she wasn’t there. He went to the sitting room, kitchen, downstairs bathroom, and her room, but she wasn’t there.

      When he went to her room again and he saw that the little travel case she’d brought with her days ago was gone, he panicked.

      “Mia!” he called out, but there was no answer.

      He called for her again and looked in the other room and on the terrace, but there was no point because it was clear that she’d left.
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* * *

      Mia couldn’t take a taxi. It was wise to save the hundred dollars she had until Claire transferred more money to her account.

      If she hadn’t left her phone with Nick she would have called Claire and told her the distress.

      God, why didn’t she ask Claire if she could house sit while she was in Spain?

      It was because she didn’t think. Subconsciously she’d allowed herself to take comfort in Nick, but not even he could help her with this. She and Glenn had had some real bad arguments in the past, but this was bad and hurtful.

      They argued today, and it was terrible because Nick wasn’t there to defend her. Glenn took full advantage and cursed her for her stupidity. She could appreciate his anger before and had tried to reason with him. She was actually trying to tell him about the paintings, but he lost it and never gave her the chance to finish before he unleashed his anger. That was when he called her a whore. He hurt her to no end, but when he said she’d always disappointed him it hurt her deep, down to her core. She’d always believed he was proud of her, especially when she had her business. She’d always believed he was proud of her regardless of that.

      However, he’d just confirmed that he wasn’t.

      She left because she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t be there anymore knowing he hated her so much. And then there was Nick.

      She couldn’t be around him, either. Her emotions were on overload and she couldn’t focus. When she was with him she had to remind herself that they were just friends. She had to put up this barrier to remind her of the boundaries that separated them, and it was becoming exhausting. Mia just couldn’t deal with it now—and it was best that she didn’t have to—or become reliant on him.

      It took her an hour to get into the city. It was nearly eight and the area was starting to fill with its night life. She made her way to one of the cheap motels on the backstreets and tried not to look shocked when she saw a group of hookers outside it.

      She went into the reception, keeping her bag close. There was a guy behind the desk watching a wrestling match and eating pizza. When he saw her he did the standard thing most men did when they looked at her and gave her a once over look that blatantly undressed her with his eyes.

      “Hey, sweetheart. What can I do for you?” the man asked. Now he was looking at her breasts.

      One night, maybe two. That’s what she’d book. She could be brave for a night or two and take care of herself. Claire would hopefully transfer the money to her account by tomorrow and she’d find a way to contact Nick, get her phone, and call Claire.

      “I’d like to book a room for two nights. Do you have any vacancies?”

      “My lap has a vacancy.” He pointed to his lap and the bulge she saw at his crotch nearly made her vomit.

      “I’d like a room for two nights,” she repeated, pretending she didn’t see his arousal.

      He gave her a wicked, sly grin and straightened up in his chair.

      “We have a room. It’s fifty bucks for two nights. I must warn you, it’s discounted because of the murder.”

      “Murder?” She could barely get the word out of her mouth.

      “Yes, sweetheart, happens in these parts all the time.” He laughed.

      She couldn’t believe that, but then she’d always been told to avoid this area of town.

      She opened her purse, took out fifty dollars, and handed it over to him. He then handed her some keys.

      “Thanks.”

      “It’s room fifteen. If you get scared, my lap’s still available.” He leered at her and gave her a creepy smile that made her skin crawl.

      She turned away and made her way up to room fifteen.

      Inside it was horrible. It looked like a scene from CSI with the chalk drawing of the person who’d been killed still on the floor.

      Mia had quite clearly entered the twilight zone. It was official. It had to be, because last month she’d had her dream job, was making money, and she had a beautiful apartment on the coast of Florida.

      Last month, if she didn’t call Glenn every day, she’d get a message from him checking in on her to see if she was okay.

      Now he hated her and she had nothing.

      When she looked around the room and her eyes fell on the dirty bed sheets, fear clouded her mind and she thought of Nick again.

      She hadn’t meant to lash out at him like that earlier, but she couldn’t help herself.

      Looking around this awful place definitely made her want to kick herself at turning down his offer to take care of her.

      But this was best. Mia had to do this.

      She sat on the chair by the window to rest her legs from the long walk. In a little while she’d gear herself up to look at the bed. Hopefully all the sheets weren’t dirty.

      Police sirens sounded, piercing through the silence that filled the room. She could then hear arguing in the street below.

      Was it going to be like this all night? She looked around the room again and decided she’d have to make do with it.

      Bad as it was she didn’t have to worry about Glenn here. She stood up and cautiously made her way to the little bathroom, dreading what was inside. She imagined more dirt and it being like one of these horror stories you hear on hotels from hell. But, surprisingly it wasn’t too bad.

      She turned on the cold tap and splashed water on her face. It calmed her skin and the coldness made it numb. At least this was okay. She would make this okay for tonight and tomorrow tops. Tomorrow it would be a good idea to find Nick and get her phone so she could speak to Claire. Knowing Claire, Mia was certain she’d find a way to send her whatever money she needed or get someone who had keys to open her house.

      That would have been nicer because Mia knew Claire’s house like her own. A shuffling noise brought her attention back to her surroundings. It came from outside the bathroom.

      When she heard it again, and felt for certain it sounded like footsteps she went out into the room.

      Damn it. That was the complete wrong thing to do because the minute she stepped through the bathroom door she found herself staring face to face with a tall, burly looking man wearing a black leather jacket.

      A crude, vicious looking smile lifted his face when he saw her, and it widened on seeing her reaction.

      Mia screamed as her heart leapt into her throat. She ran for the door but that was a mistake too.

      He grabbed her hard and shoved her up against the wall. The impact shook her and made her feel like something inside her broke. When she tried to scream again he covered her mouth and pushed her head back into the wall, making her feel like she would pass out.

      She screamed against his hand but it came out in muffled sounds no one would hear.

      It had been a mistake coming here. Another mistake which might cost her life. Another stupid move. The cocky grin on the man’s face told her he had no intention of going easy on her. This guy had the criminal look with his shaved head and a deep knife scar going across the side of his face.

      “John was right. He said the babe in room fifteen was hot with a nice rack and a sweet ass.” He looked her up and down the same way as the man downstairs had, who she was guessing was John.

      “Let go of me!” she cried against his hand but the words barely came out. To her horror, he lowered and started kissing her neck.

      Mia couldn’t believe the awfulness of this. Fear paralyzed her, weakened her, drained her, but she couldn’t allow it to claim her. She made one last attempt to protect herself by biting down on his hand hard.

      It worked.

      He removed his hand from her mouth and shrieked. “Stupid bitch! You’ll pay for that!” he shouted and tried to grab her again, but she maneuvered out of his reach.

      She headed straight for the door, but he, being bigger and faster, got to her first. She was in mid stride when he picked her up and shoved her into the wall near the door so hard she thought she was going to pass out.

      Then he was on her again. Shit. He was on her again and was rougher than he had been when he first grabbed her. Mia screamed when he ripped at her top and tore it, but something made him stop.

      It was the necklace. The diamond, set in the little teardrop pendant, sparkling. He narrowed his eyes when he first noticed it but smiled when he realized what it was and lifted it up to see if it was real.

      “Well, well, looks like I’m in more luck than I thought.”

      She screamed again when he ripped it away from her neck. “No, please give it back,” she cried, trying to grab it back. “Please.”

      “I’ll tell you what. How about I don’t. I’ll get a good deal for this one.”

      She decided she wasn’t going to allow him to have it. She couldn’t. Nick gave her that necklace. It was all she had of him.

      In the moment when he was distracted, she kicked him hard in his shin and then his balls. He didn’t go down like she expected, but he did double over for a few seconds.

      “Fuck this,” he winced and immediately made the situation worse when he ran through the door.

      “Stop, give it back!” Mia cried, running after him.

      She followed him all the way down the corridor. He crashed into someone just as he was about to turn the corner and fell back onto the floor.

      Mia could have rejoiced when she saw that the someone the guy collided with was Nick.

      “Nick!” She brought her hands up to her head and winced.

      Nick looked from her to the man that was now on the floor, then back to her. His eyes landed on where her top was torn.

      “Who’s this guy, Mia?” Nick asked in a cool, calm manner, looking down at the man on the ground.

      “He tore my clothes and took my necklace,” she blurted.

      Nick fixed his gaze on the man as he stood up. “Did you touch her?”

      “I didn’t mean no harm, man. We were just having fun,” the man replied. Mia couldn’t believe he was going to try and act like he hadn’t done anything.

      “No, I don’t know him. He tried to force himself on me and took my necklace,” she said quickly.

      When Nick heard that he didn’t give the guy a chance to answer.

      Mia saw the man’s mouth open, and then she saw Nick’s head move lightning fast, straight into the other man’s, as he head butted him and sent him right back to the ground in an unconscious mess.

      Mia gasped at the sight and looked at them both.

      As he hit the ground, his hand opened up and her necklace rolled across his palm and onto the floor.

      She went to pick it up but Nick got to it first. Initially, he didn’t recognize it, but just as he was about to hand it over to her he did.

      She watched the recognition fill his handsome face and he held it up to the light to look at it properly.

      “I gave this to you,” he said, gazing deeply into her eyes.

      “Yeah.” She took it when he handed it to her and immediately felt embarrassed. Embarrassed for hanging onto a gift he’d given her when she was eighteen, and embarrassed for all that took place tonight. “Thank you, and thanks for saving it.”

      Mia turned around and walked back to the room; he followed.

      “Mia. Come back.”

      “No. How did you find me?” She couldn’t look at him, because she knew he was thinking about the necklace, and most likely what she’d said earlier about being confused around him. She shouldn’t have said that to him, and now she couldn’t take it back.

      “I’m a private investigator, Mia. It wasn’t that hard. Come back to the house with me.”

      “No.”

      What a disastrous night. Everything was such a mess.

      When she got back inside the room she walked over to the wardrobe and looked at herself in the long mirror as she tried to put her necklace back on. One of the links had loosened. She frowned, but knew she should be lucky the latch itself hadn’t broken. The link would still need fixing, just to be on the safe side, but for tonight she could do this.

      She held the link out and looped it around the next link that would complete the chain. Mia then squeezed it down so that it closed but was slightly bent. She’d fixed plenty necklaces like that in the past. Temporarily. Her favorite ones, like this with it being so special to her, made it to the jewelers to be fixed properly. She would go as soon as she was able to. For now this had to work.

      “I can’t believe you still have that,” he said.

      She glanced at him quickly but then turned back to her reflection.

      He walked over to her and took hold of her arms. The gentleness in his touch soothed her from the horrible encounter she just had with that creepy guy.

      He looked her over, but something in the way he looked at her had changed.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “A little.” Her head hurt from where she was shoved into the wall.

      “Where, baby?” He held her gaze.

      Should she take note that he called her baby instead of babe like he usually did? Was that the same thing?

      “It’s okay. I’m okay.” She tried to fight back more tears.

      Mia felt like hell, as if she’d been chewed up and spat out. She was far from okay, so very far from it.

      “Give me the necklace.” He put out his hand to take it from her.

      She looked at his outstretched hand and set the necklace in the center of his palm.

      Her nerves scattered when he touched her waist, touching the bare skin where her top had come away. He turned her so that her back was facing him and stood closely behind her. She rested against the hard wall of his chest as he smoothed her hair to the side and set the necklace around her neck.

      He clipped the latch and then took a moment to look at them in the mirror.

      She did, too. They looked good together, really good, as if they were a couple. She watched his reaction in the mirror as he looked at them and she wondered what he was thinking.

      The image of them was highlighted even more so when he slipped his arm around her and pulled her closer, keeping his hand on the flat of her stomach. Now she could feel the rapid beat of his heart against her.

      “It looks just as good as it did on you back then. I can’t believe you still have it, and you wear it,” he said in a low voice.

      “You gave it to me,” she replied. “Of course I still have it, and wear it.”

      He must have known how she felt about him. He had to. There was no way that he couldn’t. She’d made it obvious and, despite herself, she knew she was doing it again now.

      Mia could have melted when he pressed his lips to her hair and kissed her head.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t write back to you, Mia, or keep in touch. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to.”

      She turned and looked up, gazing into those magnetic blue eyes of his. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what he meant by that but she decided it didn’t matter. The compelling energy that pulsed between them made it not matter.

      “It’s okay. It’s in the past now.”

      He brushed his face against hers and stayed there, just inches away from her lips. “Come home and allow me to take care of you. Do not worry about Glenn. Baby, please just come home.”

      She continued to look at him, taking his words in, then nodded.

      He put out his hand for her to take when he stepped out of their embrace. She took it and held onto him.

      Something had changed between them in those few moments.
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      Something changed in Nick.

      He could feel it. It sparked from the moment Mia confessed the confusion she felt when she was around him.

      But from the moment he realized that the necklace was the very same one he’d given her when she was eighteen, something he couldn’t quite describe changed within him.

      It was something that eradicated all the reasons not to be with her from his mind, and he no longer had that warning sign blocking his way, telling him that she was off limits.

      He took one look at her and saw this perfect being who cared enough for him to value a gift he’d given her just over twelve years ago. There was something significant to be noted about that, and he hadn’t been able to help himself.

      Glenn was right about one thing—when Nick was around Mia, he became a fool. A fool to the attraction he felt for her. While he could control it most times, tonight he’d allowed it to grip him and capture him within its claws. His brain turned to mush and he no longer saw Mia as Glenn’s baby sister.

      He saw her for what she was: an incredibly beautiful woman who treasured a gift he’d given her.

      He remembered the day he gave her the necklace. She looked beautiful then, too. At the time he’d been a Marine for a few years, on an income that would allow him to buy her something meaningful for a special birthday.

      Nick didn’t know at the time just how much it would have meant to her. In her desperation, she could have easily sold it. It cost him just over a thousand bucks. He knew that was crazy, but he felt she was worth it. It would have been worth a lot more now.

      He might have pushed back on his attraction and feelings for her all these years, but he wasn’t stupid or blind. All he had to do was look at her and see that she felt for him, too, and it wasn’t the crush or the phase he’d previously thought she’d grow out of.

      The question now was, what did he do about it?

      The question weighed down on him on the journey home, and even as he watched her go up the stairs to her room.

      He took his time admiring her perfect body and continued to watch until she reached the top and looked back to wave.

      He waved back and turned to go in the kitchen.

      Of all the women Nick had ever known, Mia had been the one to trouble him the most. For years he’d gone from one emotion to the next and had this pent-up attraction driving him crazy.

      Tonight had brought it all to surface, and now that it had he didn’t know how he was going to maintain any form of control.

      Glenn was inside the kitchen sitting at the table. Nick looked at him and reflected on the argument they had earlier. He still felt like punching Glenn, but the strength of their friendship bridled his anger. It always came back to that. Their friendship.

      It was that same friendship that stopped him from crossing the line with Mia. Just the thought of doing something he knew would anger Glenn was enough to stop him.

      That night when Glenn warned Nick away from Mia, he’d said he didn’t want her to get the wrong idea about his behavior towards her. What Nick didn’t tell him was that whatever idea Mia had about him seeing more to their friendship wasn’t wrong.

      “Did you find her?” Glenn asked as Nick leaned on the counter. Glenn twisted around in his chair so that he could face him.

      Nick noticed how troubled he looked and that the annoyance he’d displayed over the last few days had lessoned somewhat.

      “I did,” Nick replied, not bothering to go into details, because what should have happened was Glenn should have gone with him. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know she’d be out on the streets at night with no money.

      It was that same basis that he’d gone on when he followed his hunch and went to the motel. First he’d looked around the area hoping he’d find her, but then he headed straight into town and went to the first motel he saw, which also happened to be the cheapest due to the rough area it was located in.

      While he hoped she hadn’t gone there because he knew all kinds of stuff happened in the place, he took a chance and checked it out. He hadn’t been there two minutes when he heard her voice as she called out to the creep who stole her necklace. It infuriated him now as he sat with Glenn that Mia had to go through all of that.

      Who knew what else could have happened? He could have killed the man when Mia said the guy tried to force himself on her. That was Glenn’s fault for being so disgusting in saying that Mia had always disappointed him.

      What a shit thing to say. He didn’t know if he could speak to Glenn right now. It was probably best not to.

      Nick moved away from the counter, went to the fridge to grab some orange juice, and was about to leave the kitchen when Glenn started talking.

      “I know I was wrong to say what I said to her,” he stated.

      Nick turned back to face him. “I’m not the one you should be telling that,” he said firmly. “You know how much she looks up to you, and she seeks your approval in everything.”

      “I know, and it was cruel of me to tell her she’s always disappointed me. I just can’t seem to get past the whole situation. I could have been more sympathetic towards her losing her business, but the two million dollars and the paintings are another matter. We held those accounts jointly and she practically gave this guy our passwords.”

      Nick could understand where Glenn was coming from, and maybe his feelings for Mia were getting in the way of logic, but the way he saw it was that the problem had happened and now it was time to deal with it. Not condemn her forever.

      “She trusted the guy,” Nick offered. “He was her accountant.”

      “And she was involved with him.” Glenn looked annoyed again. “Look, Nick, I know I haven’t exactly acted like the overprotective brother you’re used to seeing, but the truth is this was like a grand slap in the face. I’m furious, really furious, because she took no extra care. And it’s because she has this vulnerability to any man who gives her attention.”

      Nick didn’t think that was true. He knew her, knew her heart and what she liked. He didn’t need to have spent the last few years with her to remember what he knew of her. To him this sounded like one of Glenn’s concerns and reasonings.

      “Glenn, does she look like the kind of woman that needs attention to make her happy?” He had to ask because he was sure that even Glenn could see that his sister was beautiful and didn’t have to grasp at any old person who showed her interest. That was how he was making her out to sound.

      “That’s not what I mean. I mean she’s vulnerable when it comes to men. I know she gets a lot of attention, but she’s not able to distinguish the good from the bad. So they take advantage, like this guy.” Concern filled his eyes, and suddenly Glenn transformed back into the friend that Nick knew. “That’s what I mean, Nick. She’s never been with anyone who didn’t. They all messed her around and I was the one who had to pick up the pieces of her broken heart. They all took advantage, and…you will too.”

      Nick felt his heart still within his chest and his breathing constrict. He wanted to check that he’d heard right but thought better of it when he saw the way Glenn was looking at him.

      “What do you mean by that?” He decided to ask that instead.

      “Nick, please don’t act dumb with me, bro. I see how you look at her. It’s always been the same.”

      “How do I look at her, Glenn?” he challenged.

      Glenn sighed and shook his head. “Like you want her. Please don’t even bother to deny it. You can save the denial for someone like Sawyer, or one of our other friends, but not me. I know you too much, and I am telling you that you look at her like you want her. And you make it obvious, too, by defending her all the time, even when she’s wrong.”

      “I don’t defend her when she’s wrong. If you’re referring to the other day, then I stand by my defense. You practically threw her out,” he lashed back, trying to distract from the fact that Glenn was right about Nick’s obvious feelings for Mia.

      “Okay, I’ll let you have that one. I was out of line again for doing that. But Nick, you always defend her. It’s great, but I know you. I know what you’re like with women.”

      “I’m no different than you.” That wasn’t entirely true. Glenn was wild, threw some crazy parties that always involved strippers, but on a day-to-day level he was average.

      Nick on the other hand was not, and that was why Glenn was now giving him a deep, cold, sarcastic laugh.

      “I won’t even answer that. You’ve always been the playboy showing off your military muscles and tattoos. The women flock to you in droves. I warned you once before, Nick. Years ago. I warned you before about not giving Mia the wrong idea, but I wasn’t as clear as I’m being now.”

      Nick couldn’t believe this. “Glenn—”

      “No.” Glenn held up his hand and cut him off. “I understand the fun you get from all the attention the ladies give you, and it’s cool. But not when it comes to my sister. I won’t allow you to treat Mia like that, especially since it would be worse with you.”

      Nick shook his head at Glenn. “Why?”

      “Because she feels the same for you. Even before you even noticed her, she’s always had a soft spot for you. So please, just don’t go there. Don’t encourage her, and don’t make me have to tell you to stay away from my sister. I will if I have to, because I won’t be okay with it. I won’t be okay with you being with her. I know that because we’re best friends it won’t go that far. I know you’ll respect my wishes.” Glenn kept his gaze on him as he stood.

      The clarity in his words stunned Nick to into silence.

      No, the first warning years ago was definitely not as firm as this one was, and honestly, it threw Nick off balance and made him feel empty. Being told not to give Mia the wrong idea was entirely different from being told that Glenn wouldn’t be okay with Nick being with her.

      The first warning had instilled Nick’s loyalty to Glenn, probably because it wasn’t as harsh and seemed a little more lighthearted. Just now felt more personal.

      Nick watched him as Glenn walked past and went through the door. It wasn’t until the door closed that he released the breath he’d been holding onto.

      Then he felt numb and torn. Last time Nick dealt with the warning, pushed it to the back of his mind because he thought Mia was still going through her phase. Tonight told him different, and the something that changed between them felt like some tangible life force that would make staying away from her a million times harder.

      Nick closed his eyes. In his mind, he recalled Mia pressed against him wearing the necklace. As he’d looked at them both in the mirror he thought they looked good together.

      He told her he’d take care of her, and he still would. But how would he control his feelings for her with Glenn’s warning?

      The only way he could “respect Glenn’s wishes” was to stay away from Mia.

      Nick would never take advantage of her the way Glenn thought he would. He would never. Not with the way he felt about her. He wouldn’t kid himself and put it down to mere attraction. It couldn’t be just that.

      Glenn had done so much wrong over the last few days. He was the one that treated Mia like shit. But now Nick had been placed in the category of guys Glenn thought took advantage of her. How fucking absurd!

      Damn it, this was going to mess with his brain. It was simple when the ball was in his court. Simple when he just assumed there was a problem, but he didn’t realize how much he truly wanted Mia until he was told he couldn’t have her.
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      She just didn’t understand it, and now she was beginning to wonder if she’d done something wrong.

      Two weeks had passed since that night Nick came to her rescue at the motel. Since then he was different.

      Mia couldn’t explain it, and she didn’t understand. It made her feel foolish for thinking that something had changed between them and there was a connection. But…she’d felt it. She was sure that she felt it.

      He didn’t even hang out with her anymore. Not even in the general sense, like having breakfast together or sitting around snacking while they watched a film. And he was always out. Always busy. She knew he was working on their case, but so were the police.

      How busy could he be that he didn’t have five minutes to spend with her? She really didn’t want to think he was avoiding her, but she couldn’t help it. And of course if he was avoiding her then the next question was why.

      Why would Nick be avoiding her?

      It was bad enough to be here with Glenn, who still wasn’t talking to her, but she thought she’d have Nick.

      The uncertainty and discomfort was starting to get on her nerves and she knew there was only a matter of time before it became too much again. At least her parents had softened up a little and gave her some money to keep her going. But it came with a caution, and a lecture she really didn’t need.

      She knew she’d probably been far too frivolous in the past in their eyes, but she’d more than taken her business seriously and had every intention of rising from the ashes.

      Maybe she’d go somewhere else besides Florida, as it had too many painful memories with all that had happened. Rebuilding was definitely on her to-do list, though.

      For now she’d get a job, and she had three interviews lined up at beauty clinics across town.

      The clinic that was closest to her was what caught her eye, not just for its proximity, but because it was more in line with her own business in Florida, and it didn’t hurt that the pay was slightly more. They seemed keen on her when she spoke to them, too, and explained that she’d had her own business. She didn’t ever like to sound too full of herself, but she knew when it came to beauty therapy she was in her element. It was her thing that she would take pride in and she was determined to take back all that Alan took from her.

      Job hunting had provided a much needed distraction from the two men in her life that were seriously getting under her skin.

      But she took a little break today when Claire came by in the afternoon. She came bearing gifts from Spain. She brought perfume, a beautiful pink fan with Flamenco dancers on it, and tons of chocolate, which they both indulged on while they talked in her room. It was great to see her and Claire’s presence relaxed her.

      “I’m terrible. These were all for you,” Claire laughed, shaking her head. Her ponytail bobbled at the impact.

      “They taste better when shared. Also, they’re half the calories,” Mia giggled.

      “Yes, that is true. We share the calories, of which I don’t need anymore. I had ten-course meals everyday while I was in Spain.” Claire grimaced.

      “And yet you didn’t gain a pound.” Mia widened her eyes when she looked at her friend’s tiny frame.

      If that had been her she would have had to work out for years to keep the weight off.

      “I did, I’m just dressed smartly.”

      Mia smirked at Claire.

      “I’m going to leave you before I eat anymore. I have a date later with a fireman.” Claire said sliding off the bed. She stood up, and stretched.

      “A fireman?” Mia smiled.

      “Yup, the dreamy, hunky kind.” Claire nodded, eyes sparkling. “It’s safe to say that I will be having a very good night. But, my dear troubled friend, before I go, I’ll reiterate my words of wisdom.”

      “What words of wisdom?” Mia smiled. Claire was always sharing some form of tip.

      “Talk to Nick. Worrying gives people wrinkles. You of all people should know that with your beauty knowledge.”

      She’d spoken to Claire about Nick. He was on her mind and she’d been eager to talk to someone who was non-judgmental and friendly. For her that would be Claire.

      “And say what?” Mia shrugged.

      “Say, ‘I like you and it’s time we cross that line.’” Claire nodded as if that was the best idea in the world.

      “No, I’m definitely not saying that. That sounds ridiculous.” Mia held her gaze for a few seconds. “Claire, I think I’ve reached the point where I should stop.”

      Maybe that was the answer.

      Claire lowered her brows and pressed her lips together. “Stop?”

      “We’ve been talking about Nick since I was six, maybe before that. But since I can’t remember I’m going with six. I’m thirty years old. Don’t you think if he was that interested he would have shown it already.”

      “He does, though?”

      Mia inclined her head to the side and gave her a questioning look. “Claire, we both know if you were me, you would have moved on long ago.”

      “We’re not talking about me, miss lady, and to be honest if this was me I would have made some kind of move already. Long, long ago.”

      “You want me to make a move on my brother’s best friend?”

      “Why do you make it sound so weird? Okay, let’s do this. Mia, do you like the guy?”

      Oh God. What kind of question was that? It was clear that she always had and never stopped.

      “Claire, unfortunately, if I didn’t, we wouldn’t be having the conversation.” Mia shrugged.

      “It’s a valid question, Mia. Since you’ve been home we just slipped back into our silly girly habits and that was one of them. Our routine is this: eat tons of chocolate, talk about hair and makeup, what’s on sale at Nordstrom, and then we talk about Nick. Even when you didn’t see him for years he still got a mention. So I’m not asking you if you like him in that casual way you’re used to. I’m asking you to search your feelings and decide if you like him enough to do something about it.”

      Oh.

      Mia completely understood, and the way Claire explained it was almost a little scary. There was a difference, and that made her search her feelings, indeed.

      “Yes.” She said it effortlessly as she gazed ahead to the row of pewter-colored candle sticks by her window. “I do, but it’s weird between us. It’s weird because I feel like there’s that line I shouldn’t cross. Or sometimes the line feels like a wall. I thought we made a connection weeks ago, but then the wall came up.”

      Claire offered a sympathetic look. “Aww sweetie. How about you just talk to him. Ask if he wants to hang out. You guys do that so it wouldn’t be weird. Whatever you do, try to find some way of talking to him. I agree that this has been going on forever. What I won’t agree with is worrying and wondering. There’s no point to that.”

      Mia had to agree. “Okay, I guess I can do that.”

      “I think you need to. Because, my dear friend, it sounds like you’re feeling a tad more than attraction for our gorgeous Nick.”

      Mia tried to laugh that off and make it sound like what Claire was saying was absurd, but then she realized she was the one that was being absurd by attempting to deny it or make it seem ridiculous.

      Claire saw the realization in her and laughed at her. “It’s cool, Mia, remember this is me.” Claire pointed to herself and smiled brightly. “I’ve known you forever and you’ve never talked about anyone the way you have with Nick. But hey, how about you take small steps and we can cross bridges another time.”

      “I like that idea.” Mia nodded getting off the bed.

      They walked down the stairs. As soon as they got to the bottom she saw Nick in the corridor near the kitchen. He had on his white biker jacket so she couldn’t tell if he was coming in or going out. He didn’t see them as he was looking at something on his phone.

      “Now’s your chance,” Claire whispered. “And he looks really good in that jacket.”

      He did look good. And Mia liked the way his dark jeans displayed the strength and definition in his long legs.

      “Bye,” Claire whispered, giving Mia’s shoulders an encouraging squeeze.

      She left, going through the door as quietly as she could.

      Mia turned to watch her go, and when she looked back to Nick she saw that he was already looking at her.

      “Hi.” She smiled at him, feeling knots form in her stomach.

      “Hi, babe,” he replied.

      She moved closer to him, feeling the anticipation build within her. “I was beginning to think you were this mythical creature I wouldn’t see again.” She smiled, going for light-hearted conversation.

      Something about him seemed uneasy, uncomfortable even.

      “I’ve been busy working on the case and setting up my office.”

      “Oh,” she said and bit the inside of her lip.

      He gave her that look where he stared deeply into her eyes, then he looked down to his phone and back to her.

      “Do you want to hang out? We could watch a movie.” There, she did it, just like Claire suggested.

      “I have some stuff…stuff I have to take care of.”

      “Oh, sure, that’s fine. Maybe tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow’s…not great.”

      This felt like that thing most guys did when they no longer had interest in you. However, that was usually after something had happened. It felt like something had happened to them, but she didn’t know what.

      “Have I done something, Nick?” Again, like Claire said, there was no point worrying and wondering.

      “No, of course not. Why would you think that?”

      “Well it’s kind of hard not to when you tell me you’ll take care of me and then I don’t see you.”

      “Babe.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “I’m sorry I…” He lingered by her chin for a few seconds and then pulled away.

      “What?”

      “I’ll make time soon. I promise. Okay?” He smiled.

      “Okay.”

      Silence filled the space between them for a few awkward seconds and all they did was look at each other. He broke eye contact and looked down to her breasts, but she knew he wasn’t looking at her in the pervy way that most guys did.

      “Are you wearing it?” he asked, keeping his gaze there.

      He could only mean the necklace.

      She smiled and nodded. “I am.”

      It was only some tops that displayed it. She liked that the diamond settled right between her cleavage. A wicked thought crossed her mind, which she had to blame on Claire’s influence.

      She undid the button at the top of her blouse and moved the soft cotton away on either side so that he could see it. Along with the slight hint of pink lace on her bra and the deep swells of her breasts.

      When something raw and primal flickered in his eyes as he looked, a sense of satisfaction swept through her and grew when he reached forward to take the little pendant into his hands. His fingers brushed against her skin, making it hot, spreading warmth throughout her entire body.

      The same heat filled his eyes when he looked from the pendant to the swells of her breasts and froze there.

      Her skin started to tingle and her pulse raced. He’d never looked at her like that before, and if she were in any doubt about something changing between them the confirmation was all there.

      “Take care of it, baby.”

      Baby.

      She couldn’t help but smile against the wave of desire that raced through her.

      “Always,” she breathed.

      His eyes searched hers and she became lost in his blue gaze. He let go of the pendant, allowing it to settle between her breasts, then stepped backwards.

      “We’ll hang out…soon,” he promised.

      “I’ll hold you to that.”

      She loved the little smile he gave her before he backed away and turned down the corridor.

      Mia pulled in a breath to clear the heat from her head. She didn’t think she’d ever gotten so worked up over anyone. Thank God she hadn’t stuck with worrying and wondering.

      She made her way back to her room, now excited at the prospect of hanging out with him.
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* * *

      Damn it, he had to take a cold shower.

      Him.

      Nick could almost laugh at himself, except that there was nothing funny about the situation. He wanted a woman he was told he couldn’t have. She was off limits, out of bounds, and supposed to be out of his mind.

      He could have cursed Glenn for putting him in this position and for casting judgment on him when he hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Nick understood Glenn’s reasoning behind it. But to go as far as telling him to not go there with Mia, that didn’t feel like it was okay, and he couldn’t say that things between them had been the same since the talk.

      He’d outrightly tried to avoid Mia, and Glenn, too. Since that night he couldn’t think about Glenn without getting angry.

      He’d distracted himself with work, which was coming along really well. And taking form in a manner that he never quite expected. Being away from the house made him spend more time with Sawyer.

      Sawyer came up with some fantastic ideas that got Nick thinking, and he agreed to a subcontract with the police department. It was the kind of contract that was in line with what he wanted, where they’d hire him as needed. It was pretty much the way they worked now, but it was just making it more official on paper that he was their preferred investigator who be outsourced when a case came up. That way he could work with other detectives, not just Sawyer.

      Again Sawyer highlighted Nick’s much-needed skill, which was becoming quite evident, again, as they tried to track down Alan and the paintings.

      Nick had managed to pinpoint a location where he thought the paintings could have been taken to, it also turned out to be an address that flagged up on their system for sightings of stolen cars and a few other items of value like jewelry.

      He’d singled out the location when it came up as one of the drop-off points for the elusive company that took the paintings out of the facility. They’d managed to get the license plate details from CCTV, and from there tracked the van.

      Last week they found the van, but it was left deserted in a parking lot in Boston. It was completely empty and cleaned out. The local police had taken fingerprint samples, but so far there weren’t any matches.

      The van was a dead end but served some purpose in helping him pick out the drop-off address, which they’d be looking at today. He singled out the location for the simplest of reasons: the van had stayed there for the least amount of time. That was it, but it was enough for him to want to check it out.

      Nick had always been the kind of guy that checked everything out even when it looked like nothing. In this case, when they ran the address through the database it came up with all sorts of red signals.

      He didn’t think they’d find the paintings there, but was hoping for a lead.

      Nick went to the station early to see Sawyer the next day. He’d been leaving as early as he could to avoid Glenn. Mia tended to wake up a little later so that was taken care of. He didn’t think he could stand being in the same room with the two of them. Glenn casting him evil stares and Mia turning him on so much he’d have to jump in a bath filled with ice.

      “What’s up, man? You’re early,” Sawyer said with a bright smile as Nick went into his office.

      Nick laughed. “Just eager to start the day. I’m stuck on military time.”

      “I guess I’m the same.” Sawyer nodded. “You ever think of going back?”

      “I don’t know.” Nick grabbed a seat in front of Sawyer. “I feel like I did my time. Are you thinking of going back?”

      Sawyer loved being a Marine. The guy was invincible and part of the elite that used to get sent on some crazy-ass missions.

      “Sometimes I think I could, but I feel the same, I feel like I did my time, too. Now we serve in a different sort of way. I won’t lie though, I always thought I’d do well in the Black Ops.” He brought his hand up thoughtfully to his stubbly chin.

      “Well with your track record I wouldn’t be too shocked if they didn’t recruit you. If you get a call put in a good word for me.” Nick leaned back against the chair. He wouldn’t have minded being in the Black Ops, too, but honestly, he didn’t think that sort of life was for him anymore.

      He had done his time and wanted to take his life in a different direction now.

      “I would, Nick, but I would never be so cruel as to take you away from the little woman.” Sawyer started to laugh when he saw Nick’s look of surprise.

      “What little woman?” Nick shrugged raising his hands.

      “Oh please, you’re going to ask me that? Me? We had each other’s backs in wartime, man. That means we know each other. But if you want me to spell it out I will. Mia. Don’t tell me you aren’t sweet on her.”

      Nick was about to protest but stopped himself and instead brought his hand up to his face, pressing his hand against his cheek as he thought about how shit the situation was.

      “And it looks like I just hit a nerve,” Sawyer noted, straightening up. He changed his light-hearted, jovial manner and now looked at Nick concerned. “What’s up, bro?”

      “A lot, but maybe it’s best not to talk about it. If no one talks about a problem it eventually disappears.”

      “Does it? I thought it festers into something else until it blows up.” Sawyer chuckled.

      Nick sighed. He couldn’t argue because that’s how he felt, like he’d blow up.

      “I like her and I shouldn’t,” Nick reasoned.

      Sawyer frowned and blinked several times, not seeming to understand. “Is she seeing someone?”

      “No.”

      “Are you seeing someone you haven’t told me about?”

      “No.”

      “This isn’t really making much sense to me, Nick. Why shouldn’t you like her? She’s hot, man.”

      “I know.” He nodded and smirked. “I’ve known her for as long as I’ve known Glenn.”

      Nick knew that Sawyer got on okay with Glenn when they all met up as a group, but they would never hang out together. Sawyer had never said it in so many words, but Nick got the feeling that he didn’t like Glenn too much.

      “Of course. That’s a whole lot of years. Nothing ever happened between you two?”

      “No.”

      “Seriously, not even a kiss?” Sawyer smiled.

      “No, it just felt like I was always so much older than her. Eight years older can be very significant when you’ve known someone for that long.”

      “Until it’s like you’re the same age.” Sawyer raised his brows. “You never even thought to make a move on her when she was twenty and you were twenty-eight? I would have.”

      “I thought about it and nearly did. But then her big brother warned me away.”

      “Glenn?” Sawyer asked in disbelief.

      Nick filled him in quickly on what was happening. He just had to get it all off his chest. It felt good to talk, and to talk to someone who knew him. He used to think that was Glenn but clearly it wasn’t.

      “That is messed up. You’re the best guy I know.” Sawyer nodded.

      “Would you let me date your sister?” Nick raised his brows.

      Sawyer nodded without any thought to the question. “I would most definitely, if she was single.” He laughed. “I’ve seen all sides to you, man. You’re a good person. Glenn should know that. He’s known you a lot longer than I have. I get that he wasn’t in the Marines with you, but he should know what kind of person you are.”

      “I appreciate that, but to Glenn I’m a womanizing playboy who will take advantage of his vulnerable sister.”

      “That’s out of line, man,” Sawyer stated, shaking his head.

      “It’s what he thinks, and I feel like I have to respect his wishes.”

      “What?” Sawyer narrowed his eyes at him. “Is that how you’re seriously going to play this?”

      “I’d feel guilty. All I have to do is look at her and I want her. Then I feel like I betrayed my friend.” Like last night.

      If Glenn had seen them in the corridor, with Nick’s hands practically on Mia’s breasts, he would have gone ape shit.

      Even now he felt like he was betraying Glenn when he thought of how her massive breasts looked in that little blouse. He’d never forget the image of her unbuttoning the top button and moving away the fabric, showing him more than he’d ever seen of her. That diamond looked real good nestled in the deep crevice of her cleavage. He wanted to touch her and see her properly. And if the restraint hadn’t been placed on him, he would have picked her up, carried her to his room, and devoured her.

      Being told he couldn’t have her was making him want her more. It was driving him insane with need.

      “I think the whole thing is a little unfair,” Sawyer said, regarding him firmly.

      “He’s just worried for her,” Nick offered, even though he agreed.

      “All big brothers who care worry over their younger sisters. I sure do, but if I was Glenn and I had any form of inkling that you might like my sister, we’d talk about it if I had any concerns or worries. I wouldn’t forbid you from seeing her. But that’s me. I see you as a good guy.”

      “And Glenn doesn’t.” It hurt Nick to acknowledge that.

      “Bro, I hate to point out the obvious here, but have you considered what Mia might think? It sounds like she has feelings for you, too, and I’m sorry…I know you boys go way back, but I’m not a big fan of Glenn. I get that he may be concerned for his sister, but is this really his decision to make?”

      Nick hadn’t actually thought about it from that angle.

      What would Mia want? He knew she had feelings for him, but would she want him?

      Would she want him the way he wanted her?
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      Mia thought she’d make herself a healthy vegetable soup to make up for all the chocolate indulgence she’d had with Claire last night.

      Today was a good day. She’d had her interview at The Body Cove, the clinic in town that she had her eyes on. She’d truly impressed Sasha, the owner, who gave her the job straightaway after her test run. Mia had to do a manicure, pedicure and a deep tissue massage on one of their regular clients.

      Mia would start next week, which was fab. It made her feel a little better, as if she was taking a step in the right direction. Mostly it would be good to have money coming in that was hers, and not from some crazy job like stripping.

      She couldn’t believe that she even considered that. But Glenn had made her feel so bad that day that she just wanted to fix the problem however she could.

      He came into the kitchen just as she added the rest of the vegetables into the pot. He was dressed like he was going back to work even though it was six o’clock in the evening. He had a travel case with him.

      Glenn stopped by the counter and stared at her. “I have to go to L.A. for a few days.”

      Wow, that was the first time he’d spoken to her like she was a human being in more than two weeks.

      “Big case?” she asked.

      “Kind of. My clients are there and I have to go through documents and meet with a few people.”

      “Cool, your job always sounds so interesting. I guess that’s why you love it so much.” She wished she could have said that with more enthusiasm, but she couldn’t.

      “It has its perks. Are you going to be okay here?”

      “Yep, and don’t worry, I’ll be out of your hair soon. I got a job in town. I’ll move out sometime next week.” She already knew where she would look for an apartment. She’d get something small and nice, just to get by on until she had enough money.

      She’d get a car, too.

      He looked at her for a few seconds, holding her gaze. “You can stay here for as long as you want, Mia. This is your house, too.”

      “Glenn, thank you, but I would rather go and fend for myself. It’s been awful here. You have been awful to me. I know I messed up, but if the situation was reversed I wouldn’t have treated you the way you treated me.” She’d never spoken up for herself before to him, and he seemed a little surprised.

      But he nodded. “I know. You’re right. I was out of line for a lot of what I said to you and I’m sorry.”

      She pressed her lips together and looked him over, wanting to feel happy that they were talking and he was apologizing, but somehow she couldn’t. She couldn’t get what he’d said to her out of her head. Especially that last argument when he told her she always disappointed him. That was horrible.

      “I’m sorry, Mia,” he said again.

      “Okay.”

      “We’ll talk properly when I get back. You can tell me more about the job.” He offered a small smile.

      “When will you be back?”

      “Hopefully in the next two to three days,” Glenn answered.

      Nick came into the kitchen just as she was about to say something else. He was smiling; she smiled back at him, remembering last night.

      Glenn turned to face him and looked a little uneasy. “Hey, we’ve hardly seen you around here.”

      To Mia’s surprise Nick gave him a sort of off-key look that bordered on sarcasm.

      “I’ve been working hard. I got good news,” Nick replied.

      “What is it?” Mia asked eager to hear. She was praying that it was a lead of some sorts to the paintings, the money, or both.

      Maybe more so the paintings because of the priceless value.

      “I found the paintings. They are being returned to the storage facility as we speak.”

      “Oh my God!” Mia cried, rushing over to him. She threw herself into his arms and hugged him hard. When he put his arms around her it felt like coming home. “Thank you so much, Nick.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said into her ear, then he released her.

      “Thanks, man,” Glenn said.

      When Mia looked over to him she noticed that uneasy look again, but now something in the way of guilt filled his eyes.

      “It’s what I do. Got to have something that sets me apart from the lowlifes, right?”

      Mia looked up at him wondering why he would say such a thing.

      “Nick, you’re so silly.” She smacked him playfully in his chest.

      “I’m just saying. Anyhow, I think I deserve at least a cookie, because Sawyer and I also managed to seize a million dollars, which we tracked to an account in Switzerland. You’ll have that back by next week. The rest we’re still working on, but it’s unlikely that we’ll be able to get all of it back.”

      Mia’s hands flew up to her cheeks. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and that he could say it so casually. She screamed and hugged him again.

      “Nick you’re amazing. I’ll bake you a whole batch of cookies,” she laughed. This time she didn’t let go of him.

      “I’ll hold you to that.” He smiled, gazing down at her.

      “You can. Thank you for everything.” She let go of him, then looked across to Glenn. “Give it all to Glenn.”

      Glenn looked surprised to hear that. “No, we’ll split it,” Glenn replied.

      “No. I don’t want to. That will be like me running to your rescue again. I’ll find a way. Thanks, though, it means a lot that you offered.” She simply had to decline. There was no question in it, even with his offer.

      The other day she thought that Glenn had changed a lot, but now she was thinking that he’d always acted the way he had in the last few weeks. But this time was perhaps when she needed him the most and he’d shunned her, blamed her, made her feel stupid and worthless, and like she was a nuisance to him.

      “We’ll talk when I get back,” Glenn said again.

      “Where you going?” Nick asked Glenn.

      “L.A. for a few days for the Smith and Co. case. You can join me if you want.”

      There was something about the way Glenn was looking at Nick when he said that that seemed kind of off.

      What was worse was the cold vibe that came from Nick. She’d seen these two have plenty of arguments, but they never really dragged anything out. They could argue in the morning and by lunchtime everything would be all rosy again. This tenseness in the space between them, between the five steps from where they stood to the counter where Glenn was, felt different, and quite unlike what you’d expect between best friends. Especially considering Nick worked so hard to get the money and the paintings back for them.

      Had they had some kind of disagreement?

      Given the chaos that had reigned over the last few weeks, she wouldn’t have been surprised. Glenn had been a complete asshole.

      “No,” came Nick’s simple reply. “I’m busy with police stuff.” Nick stared at Glenn, keeping a sharp eye on him.

      “Cool. Um, thanks for all that you’ve done. I’m impressed.” Glenn offered a smile but the tense atmosphere was still there and Nick still took on that rigid form.

      Mia decided that she didn’t care if they’d had an argument. She was just glad she didn’t have to walk around the house anymore feeling like a leper. The weeks that had passed here had been the worst in her life, and the only compensation she had was seeing Nick, and yes, having the few connective moments she had with him.

      Things were going to change now and she decided she’d start with him.

      No more of this uncertainty and undercover flirting. Surely everyone would agree that they were both getting too old for that.

      “Well I better get going. Call me if you need me,” Glenn said.

      “See you in a few days,” Mia offered while Nick just tipped his head for a polite nod.

      When Glenn left them she turned back to Nick excitedly, loving that it was just them, now, and it would be just them in the house for the next few days.

      That by itself was exciting.

      She squealed and hugged him again, giggling when he put his arms around her.

      “I won’t even ask what’s with you two. I don’t care,” she said, pressing her face against the hard wall of his chest. “Thank you so much, Nick.”

      She lifted her head to gaze up at those amazing eyes of his and was happy to see that the rigid vibe he gave Glenn was gone. Warmth filled his eyes, and there was a glow deep within them that warmed her heart.

      “You’re welcome, Mia. You know you really should take Glenn up on his offer and take half of the money. You could rebuild your business in Florida with that.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not going back to Florida. The memories are too painful, and there’s nothing for me there.”

      The more she’d thought of it over the last few days, the more confident she felt that Florida was no longer an option for her. When she left to go there it was during a time when her goal was to prove herself to her family. She worked hard to do that and no one could say that she didn’t do well. Her idea to have the spa retreat was still on, but not for Florida.

      She’d used her trust fund money to set the day spa up. This time she’d save from scratch from what she earned at her new job.

      “It’s Florida. You sounded excited to be there,” he pointed out with a smile.

      “It was exciting, but I’m done there. I got a job today.”

      His smile widened. “Did you? That’s great. Wait, what kind of job is this?” A look of worry filled his face and she instantly remembered the whole mad stripping idea.

      “It’s not stripping.” She assured him and laughed when she saw the relived look on his face. “It’s beauty therapy. I’ll be working at the beauty clinic in town. They’re a little similar to what I had set up in Florida. It’ll do for now. I know having a half a million would be wonderful to rebuild myself, but I want Glenn to have it. I don’t owe him anything now. And I don’t have to feel like the damn princess who needs to be rescued by my family. I’ll work hard and save to do what I want. I’ll set up my business somewhere else and do it with hard work to get the funds.”

      He looked really proud of her as she spoke.

      She pulled in a slow thoughtful breath when she considered all that had happened over the last few weeks.

      “I came here because I thought I’d get the comfort and support I needed at the time.” She stated as a wave of sadness swept through her.  It was a hard thing to accept that the one person who she thought would always be there for her wasn’t. “But Glenn kicked me out. Nick, I called a strip joint to try and get a job. Me.”

      Glenn had made the situation a hundred times worse. It luck that Nick was here. Luck that he happened to be a private investigator and a damn good one who’d helped her in a massive way.

      When she thought about it all, it was all quite terrible.

      He pulled her closer and she rested her cheek on his chest again, now enjoying the steady rhythm of his heart.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Thank you for being there for me; I was so scared.”

      He pulled back slowly and cupped her face. “You don’t ever have to be scared when I’m around. I’ll always take care of you, Mia.”

      That was a promise she would always cherish and felt truly lucky to have. “Thank you, that means everything to me.”

      He ran his fingers across the edge of her jaw and gazed into her eyes. He looked down at her lips and immediately her stomach tightened as she wondered if he was going to kiss her.

      God, what would it feel like for him to kiss her? To feel his lips on hers, and feel the magic she felt just from his presence, but so much more.

      Any thought of a kiss, however, left her mind as he released her and took a step back.

      She couldn’t lie and say that she didn’t feel a little disappointed and started that whole process of wondering again. But she decided to stick with her new plan.

      “We should go out and celebrate.” She smiled brightly at him.

      “Out?” He inclined his head to the side.

      “Yes, like dancing. Let’s go out and have fun.”

      He laughed. “Mia, I’m getting to be an old man, now. By the end of the year I’ll probably be in bed by seven after I’ve had a TV dinner and watched the six o’clock news.”

      Mia burst out laughing. “Nick, that is ridiculous.”

      “It’s not, Mia. I can’t be out dancing and having fun, anymore, with you young whippersnappers.”

      “That’s crazy. Nick, you’re thirty-eight, and I’m thirty. You aren’t an old man and I’m not a young whippersnapper. That is such a lame excuse for not going out with me.” She chuckled.

      “Babe, you know how busy I am.”

      “Nick, you’re about to get busier with me. I’m calling in our hangout session now, and don’t even bother to say no.” She moved around him heading to the door. “We’re going to club Chique, go get dressed,” she called back over her shoulder.
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* * *

      Nick dithered between emotions.

      While Glenn was here, he’d had to keep his anger under control, and everything Glenn said infuriated him further.

      Everything, from offering to split the money with Mia, to his casual attempts to get him out of the house.

      Sure, he’d gone on business trips with Glenn many times, but this offer was such an obvious attempt to get him out of the house and away from Mia. Nick had been tempted to say something rude like assure him he’d keep his dick under control, but Mia’s presence stopped him.

      Her presence stopped him for two reasons: he didn’t talk like that when she was around, and also it was perhaps a promise he couldn’t make or keep.

      His talk with Sawyer earlier stood out in his mind. He was trying to think of Mia, and his desire to know what she wanted got the better of him in the moment.

      As did his loyalty to Glenn.

      He was trying to reinforce that loyalty when he tried to back out of going out. He really was, and probably should have insisted more if he was going to try to hold that loyalty at the forefront of his mind.

      However, anything that resembled loyalty disappeared when Mia came down the stairs in a sexy, low-cut mini-dress that criss-crossed around her perfect body, enveloping her and showing off her sculpted curves and voluptuous, fully rounded breasts. The necklace was on display in full force, sparkling against the deep hollow between her breasts. All that silky blonde hair spilled down her back in loose waves and had that alluring sweet smell he loved. And the sparkly heels she wore made her golden legs look longer and sexy as hell.

      Glenn would have died if he saw her, and knowing she was going out looking like that with Nick would have given him an instant heart attack. She looked like temptation wrapped in that little dress, waiting for him to unwrap and devour her.

      God help him. Anything that resembled loyalty to Glenn was struggling against the mix of emotions that brewed within him. It was the reason why they sat down around one of the tables in the seating area of the club instead of dancing like everyone else. There was that and the fact that he hadn’t been able to keep his cock from going hard every time he looked at her.

      They’d been here for over an hour now and it had been hell for him.

      “Nick, are we ever going to dance? Or are we going to just sit here all night?” She looked at him sternly with those green eyes of hers, enhanced by the smoky shades of her make up.

      “I’m just waiting for the right song,” he lied. “And the music’s too low. Got to feel the right vibe and beat.”

      It was eight o’clock. While the club was heaving with people it was still quite early by clubbing standards, and the music was loud enough to enjoy it and dance, but at the same time low enough to hold a conversation.

      He’d been here several times and knew that the later it got the louder they turned up the music. The people running this place knew how to entertain their guests by the hour.

      She shook her head at him and tossed her hair to the side. The slight movement gave him a little more view of the plump swell of her right breast and he wondered if she was wearing a bra.

      “What song is that, Nick?”

      “I don’t remember the name. But when I hear it I’ll know.”

      “Why can’t we just dance like everyone else?” she pouted.

      Because he wasn’t thinking about dancing. “Trust me, it’s a good song.”

      “What if they don’t play the song?”

      He got the feeling she knew he was trying to avoid dancing altogether. “Everywhere plays this song, babe.”

      “But you can’t remember the name of it?” She smiled slyly.

      “No, babe.”

      She held his gaze, then looked out to the dance floor where it just looked like a mass of bodies smashed together in a wild, heated frenzy.

      “Hi,” said a dark-haired guy who approached them at the table. The guy looked like a body builder, with his mass of muscles purposely on display in his tight-fitted t-shirt.

      “Hi.” Mia smiled. The guy was looking at her as if she were some kind of exotic meal, which Nick couldn’t blame him for. She did look smoking hot and he felt like a fool sitting here not doing anything because Glenn told him not to give his sister the wrong idea.

      “I couldn’t help but notice you two not dancing, so I hoped you weren’t together together,” the guy said in a complete macho way, now ignoring Nick.

      Asshole. Nick could have him on the floor within seconds. That muscle image didn’t do shit. Besides, he looked like one of those steroid junkies that just bulked up for the look.

      “We’re together, but just not dancing,” Mia said, looking at Nick and raising her brows.

      “Well how about a dance until your boy comes to his senses?” The guy smiled and glanced over at Nick.

      Nick was about to tell him to fuck off, but stopped mid-sentence when he heard Mia’s voice say, “Sure, but that may take forever.”

      “I would be very happy to dance with you forever,” the guy said, putting out his hand to take hers, which she gladly accepted.

      Nick opened his mouth to protest but didn’t know what to say. Stupidly, he watched the idiot take her hand, leading his girl away from him to dance with her.

      He kept his gaze peeled to them, not wanting to let her out of his sight for a second. The music playing was upbeat but sexy.

      It was a psychedelic club mix of Sarah McLachlan’s Possession. That made everyone go even wilder in their dancing and drove them closer.

      The guy was behind Mia with his arm around her waist and her pressed up against him, grinding with her.

      But her eyes were on him, on Nick.

      Nick froze as he watched her little hips circle, her eyes on him as she ran her hands down her body slowly from the top of her head, over her shoulders and her breasts, and down the toned length of her abs to her waist.

      That was when all loyalty to Glenn dissipated from his mind and it became very clear that Mia wanted him just as much as he wanted her.

      Nick all but forgot who Glenn was when he rose from his chair and marched over to them and took hold of Mia’s arm, pulling her away from the guy.

      “Hey man, we’re not done,” the guy complained. “We haven’t even had a whole song.”

      “Don’t be stupid and start on me, man, it won’t end well for you.” Nick smiled at the guy in the cool, calm manner he used when he used to be a Marine.

      The guy swore and had the good sense to move away. Nick was slightly taller and had real muscles you could only get from serious, hardcore, military training. The guy must have sized him up and knew better than to mess with him.

      Nick looked at Mia who was giving him a curious look, her pretty mouth set and lips agape. He pulled her closer so that she was facing him. She pressed her hands on his chest and he slipped his arms around her. He leaned down so that he was right next to her ear.

      “You were teasing me,” he spoke against the soft lobe of her ear.

      “Eureka, finally after a lifetime you notice me,” she replied firmly, brushing the side of her face against his.

      “It didn’t take a lifetime for me to notice you.” It felt like something had broken down the walls between them. The walls that kept him from being like this with her.

      “It felt that way to me,” she breathed softly.

      “Dance with me,” he whispered, sounding desperate. “Do what you did just now, but with me.”

      He wanted her so badly he ached for her. The years of suppressing his need had caught up with him in the worst way and hurt like a bitch.

      “Only if you touch me,” she cooed seductively, her soft breath like a gentle caress against his skin.

      To answer her request he turned her around so that her back was to him, then he set his hands on her hips.

      “Is this good, baby?” He leaned down again and asked, rubbing his hands over her. She felt so good. It felt good to touch her like this, and he knew this was just the start of his exploration of her body. His mind was no longer with him. His every move was guided now by sexual desire and passion.

      “Perfect.”

      The music changed. It was louder, much louder and sexier. It was one of those upbeat club mixtures that you could feel right through you, and called out to your inner most primal needs, like his for her.

      She moved her hips in that little circle to the beat, slowly at first, and he moved with her, touching her like she requested. She drove him crazy with her moves to the point where he’d stopped and allowed her to wiggle and twist against him. She pressed her fine ass into the hard length of his cock and his knees almost buckled from the contact.

      She shocked him and no longer resembled the sweet girl he used to know. What he held was a sexy-as-hell woman who was trying to show him how much she wanted him.

      It was time for him to show her, too. He pulled her closer so she could feel him more and ran his hands down her shoulders to her arms.

      “Touch me, Nick,” she said as he lowered to her ear.

      She took his hands and smoothed them up to her breasts, then let go, wanting him to do the rest. And God, he did.

      He smoothed his hands over those soft globes, wanting to squeeze her and suck her but restraining himself because they were in public. A soft moan of pleasure escaped her lips and he released her before he exploded right here on the dance floor.

      Shit, she’d driven him mad with need for her.

      He turned her back to face him, looked at the heated look she gave him, and pressed his lips to hers.
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      Pure desire raced through her as Nick kissed her hungrily. His lips hard and searching. Demanding.

      Mia kissed him back with the same hunger, the same need, and probably much more. She’d wanted this man her whole life.

      Wanted him and never had him, not like this. Always she yearned for him. Always dreamed of being with him, even when she told herself to stop.

      Fire scorched her skin, running from the heat of their kiss and washing over her body in a desperate wave. It burned her everywhere and made her want more.

      The music played in the background, vibes pumping around them, the place heaving with people as they danced. Everything was loud and lively, but to her the world stopped and the only two people that existed were them.

      She’d never been so open with anyone before. Never, and she’d never allowed a man to feel her up like that in public. She just needed him, wanted to feel him feel her, and know that he wanted her. When his hands caressed her breasts, she felt like she’d fall apart right there and then.

      She wasn’t ready for him to pull away when he did, and she hoped it wasn’t because he’d suddenly had some thought as to why they should stop.

      He took her hand and led her away, out to the car park and to his car.

      He opened the door for her to get in and she could feel his eyes on her, looking at her body with the same need she felt.

      Nick jumped in, then he looked over at her and reached over to take hold of the necklace.

      Worry filled her mind as he looked at it and she wondered if he was going to change his mind. He could be thinking all sorts of things. None of which she would be privy to, and suddenly the thought of him taking her home and this being the end of their get together made her panic.

      Mia straightened up thinking she’d take the moment into her own hands. She couldn’t allow it to slip away. She touched the sharp outline of his chiseled jaw, feeling the rough stubble of his beard, and then leaned over to kiss him.

      Just the exhilaration that she could do that surged through her and increased her anxiety. She made her way over the gear stick and into his lap where he held her close to him, kissing her back hungrily, kissing her as if he needed to feel her on him.

      But then he moved back, away from her lips, and pulled in a sharp breath.

      “Jesus. Mia, I have to stop or we could both end up naked right here.”

      “That’s the idea,” she answered, her voice echoing the nerves she felt.

      “What?” He narrowed his gaze at her.

      “You’ll change your mind,” she said, nodding. “If you take me home, you’ll change your mind.” She knew he would. Something always happened to distance them. Granted they’d never, ever gone this far, and this was one of those moments in life that you had to write down for the value of it. But still, she didn’t want to take any chances that this could be it.

      He answered her with a laugh and ran his hand over her back.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It kind of is, Mia, because I would have to be some kind of idiot to do such a thing. I have the perfect woman on my lap who chose me.”

      She stroked his face and smiled at his words. “Nick… You think that about me?” She didn’t want to ruin the moment herself by crying. No one had ever said such things to her in her life. No one.

      “It’s not a matter of opinion, it’s fact. You’re the perfect woman, Mia, and I know it looks like it took me a lifetime, but I’ve always thought so, and I’m crazy about you.” He took a lock of her hair and twirled it around his fingers.

      “I’m completely crazy about you, too,” she confessed and smiled down at his handsome face.

      He smiled back. “Well, I guess we finally know how we feel about each other.”

      “Nick…” she breathed. “You must have known that’s how I always felt. You must have known.”

      He held her gaze and rested his head back against his seat. “Yes, baby, I’m sorry… I knew.”

      She searched the depths of his blue eyes and saw it all now. All that he held back over the years, all that he felt. It was enough, what she saw in him was enough and staved off her next question on why he never did anything before. She pressed her lips to his again for a light kiss that intensified. He held her still and moved out of the kiss again when she rocked her hips backwards and forwards and felt the length of his arousal pressing into her center.

      It thrilled her to feel him like that against her and knowing she turned him on.

      “Don’t tease me, Mia. I wasn’t joking about ending up naked here.”

      She giggled and pressed her hands to his chest. “What if I didn’t mind?”

      “Our first time isn’t going to be in my car.”

      “I have to wait till we get home?” She didn’t know if she could. It would take them about forty minutes to get back.

      “No, baby. I have no intention of taking you home.”

      This sounded even more exciting. “Where are we going, Nick?” She beamed.

      “Somewhere I can be free to enjoy you for as long as I want.” A wicked smile lit up his face, intriguing her more.
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* * *

      Mia was completely swept off her feet when they pulled up outside the Pretoria Hotel fifteen minutes later.

      It was the finest in Chicago and prided itself on being such. Guests of notable status stayed here and she’d known it to be the place where serious business people met. People like international politicians, and members of the Senate. She’d also heard of numerous amounts of celebrities staying there, too.

      Mia had been born in wealth, had never wanted for anything in her life, but her family weren’t the kind to indulge in their wealth. She always felt that because of the lack of indulgence she appreciated various things more. Like going to a classy hotel such as this.

      As they walked in she was immediately drawn into the extensive décor and design, all complemented by sharp gold and white colors that made it look outstanding. Nick blew her mind further by booking the presidential suite.

      She stared at him in shock when he asked for the best room they had in the place, gasped when he accepted it, and didn’t even ask how much it cost.

      While she’d never been here before, she knew how much these rooms cost. At least a grand for the night, with this being such a renowned hotel. But he didn’t seem to care. He just took her hand and held her until they got to the room, which was truly, truly beautiful.

      When they got inside she was drawn to the floor-to-ceiling window that led out to the balcony. Before them the amazing city lights dashed across the night sky, sparkling like diamonds.

      She turned to him and saw that he was looking at her, watching her as he rested against the door.

      She took a moment to think about how fast things had moved along, just tonight. Mia looked at him, admiring how handsome and perfect he was. And that he was here with her. They were here together, just them. Finally.

      He moved to her and picked her up effortlessly. She laughed, holding onto him as he moved over to the king-sized bed and set her down in the middle of it. The impact moved her dress right up her hips, showing off her panties.

      “Yes.” He smiled with satisfaction and nodded when he saw them. She watched him as he moved onto the bed and ran his hands up her thighs to move the dress right up. “I want you in just these,” he said, hooking his finger under the black lace at the edge of her hips. “And this.” He touched the necklace.

      “My necklace?” She giggled, running her fingers through his hair.

      “Yes, baby.”

      She started undoing the little zip that held the dress together but he stopped her.

      “Oh no no. I’m doing that. On this round I get to unwrap you, baby, and play with these first,” he said, running his hands over her breasts and giving her a gentle squeeze.

      “On this round?” She giggled, feeling herself grow wetter the more he squeezed her breasts.

      “Yes, I hope you aren’t tired. I plan to indulge on you all night.”

      “Do I get to make any request on the next round?” she said, looking him over with excitement.

      “What do you want, baby?”

      Mia thought for a second. That was all it took. She’d had this fantasy forever so she knew exactly what she wanted. She tugged on the edge of his t-shirt and smiled up at him. “I want you, completely naked so I can explore you and kiss every single inch of your body.”

      Heat filled his eyes and he moved back off the bed, pulling at his t-shirt and working it over his head to reveal his fantasy muscles.

      He knew he looked better than good.

      She took in the deep ridge of muscle that ran down his abs and the Celtic tattoos that were artfully spread down the left side of his torso and his thick biceps. His dog tags only served to make him look even more desirable.

      That wicked smile filled his face again when he saw how she was looking at him. He then undid the buckle to his belt and pushed his jeans down his legs. Her mouth watered when she saw his cock pushing against the soft fabric of his Calvin Klein boxers.

      “This is all for you, Mia.” He smiled, taking hold of his cock and showing her the length of it.

      Her stomach tightened when she saw how big he was, but the need to touch him made her move towards him.

      She couldn’t say that she wasn’t nervous; this was Nick, after all, the man of her dreams. The man who’d been out of her reach for so long it felt like he’d only existed in her dreams. But screw the nerves, she’d be crazy not to touch him.

      A look of surprise and satisfaction filled his face when she pressed her hands to his cock and closed her fingers around it. Through the fabric she felt him grow harder and bigger.

      She ran her hand up and down it and almost lost her calm when a deep moan escaped his lips. He stopped her from continuing and smiled.

      “Round two, baby. You can do that in round two, because I won’t last now. And I have to taste you.”

      “Okay…taste me.” She laughed as he dived back onto the bed and took hold of her.

      He turned her so that he could get to the zipper on her dress and pulled it all the way down. He looked happy to see that she wasn’t wearing a bra. She’d hadn’t because the dress was one with its own support, and a bra would kill the backless design of the dress.

      Her breasts bobbled up and down as he turned her back around and his smile grew.

      “God, I’ve been dying to taste these, baby.”

      She pulled in a breath as he propped her up against the stack of pillows and lowered to draw her right nipple into his mouth. She moaned as he sucked her and she pressed her hands to his head so that he wouldn’t stop. That felt so good, so unreal and ecstatic, it curled her toes. He moved from one breast to the next, sucking and taking her in, making her wetter and wetter.

      He reached down to her center and she cried out when he moved her panties aside and slid his finger into her.

      “I’m going to make you come, baby,” he teased her.

      She tried to answer but couldn’t. His mouth was back on her breast and his finger ran backwards and forwards over the sensitive nub of her clit. Mia cried out his name as she came within seconds of him doing that.

      She felt a little embarrassed for doing so on his hands, but felt better when she saw the smile on his face.

      She gasped when he made his way between her thighs and she could now feel his tongue reaching up inside her, drinking her.

      She writhed and thrashed against him, gripping onto the sheets, but that couldn’t help her control her body against the pure pleasure that surged within her.

      Mia screamed into the orgasm that took her, breathing heavily as if she’d been running all night. She didn’t know how much she could take as he continued licking and stroking, licking and stroking.

      Orgasm after orgasm shook her, rocking her deep to her core.

      “You feel good, baby?” he asked, lifting his head.

      “Hmm, hmmm,” she barely managed against the moan that escaped her lips.

      “I’m going to make you feel better, baby,” he promised.

      She felt her brows raise as she wondered how she could possibly feel better, then she remembered that they hadn’t really gotten started yet. That was just the warm up.

      Her eyes widened as he stepped out of his boxers and unleashed the vision of his impressive erection. What she felt and imagined was nothing compared to what he was. She was right to think he was massive. He really was, and the beauty of him was further enhanced by more tattoos on the edge of his hip and the tops of his thighs. You’d only be able to see those if he was naked. It felt like a bonus surprise. He leaned over, grabbed his jeans, and retrieved a condom from the back of his wallet.

      When she thought about it she knew he was being safe, and she didn’t doubt that he was always safe with whomever he was with—which she definitely didn’t want to think about now.

      He was being safe now with her, but she couldn’t imagine him being inside her and not feeling all of him. It felt like another barrier, another wall blocking her from him.

      “Wait, I’m on birth control and…I was safe, and…” She felt her cheeks warm as she continued. “I mean, if you trust me you don’t have to use that. I trust you.” She’d never said that to anyone, and if this was anyone else she would never just go with her birth control. That was an extra back up.

      His eyes lit up. “I trust you,” he breathed and lowered to kiss the inside of her thighs. “I trust you, baby,” he repeated and threw the condom back with his jeans.

      That smile returned and she drew her gaze back to his cock as he took hold of her thighs and spread her legs wider.

      He took off her panties and she sucked in a sharp breath as he slid into her. She was more than ready for him, so the minute he entered he was buried to the hilt and she felt full. The fire that rushed over her body earlier was nothing compared to how she felt now. It was nothing because the heat that raced over her went straight into her soul and consumed it. Immediately he started pumping into her deep and hard with a fast, sure rhythm, going even deeper and deeper until it was difficult to see where they were actually joined.

      Within seconds she was ready to fall over the edge of passion again from the overwhelming sensation that coursed through her body.

      His next thrusts cleared her mind of everything, wiping it clean of the last few horrible weeks, and her world was filled with him, only him. He took hold of her waist and increased his pace, pumping faster into her.

      That made her go completely limp against him and she lost any form of control she had of herself. She was all his now, at his command, at his will, at his call. He had her body and soul at complete surrender as he hammered into her.

      Somehow he felt even bigger, and they both groaned together as he moved yet even faster. A searing hot orgasm rippled through her, making her scream, but that just encouraged him to go faster.

      “Fuck. Mia, you feel so good, baby.” A deep groan ripped from his chest. She’d lost her ability to speak and wouldn’t attempt it now.

      He pulled out of her with that wicked smile that told her things were about to get even better. When he turned her so that she was on her hands and knees and thrust into her again, she knew she was right.

      God, was she right. He had to grab her waist to support her from falling as he rocked into her, hitting that magical spot deep inside her.

      “Stay with me, baby. Stay with me,” he said.

      “I will,” she moaned, not knowing how she was able to talk.

      “Good girl. I promise you’ll feel even better.”

      She did. As he quickened his pace again, stars burst before her eyes like fireworks exploding with each thrust, with waves of pleasure pulsating through her. He felt even better in this position and how she felt was completely indescribable.

      His grip tightened as he jackhammered into her at a frantic, desperate speed that zapped her into the zone of never-ending pleasure and kept her there in the brilliance of it. It was unlike anything she’d ever felt. He was unlike anything she’d ever felt, and somehow things went beyond sex and love and anything describable.

      Her body rippled with the tingling sensation from it.

      A deep growl tore from his chest again, reverberating through her, and she fell straight into the magnificent orgasm that took her. She felt his cock pulse inside her, too, filling her with his hot eruption as he came.

      He pulled her back against him, holding her against his chest as he breathed hard.

      Slowly, her mind came back to Earth and she could see the images of the room take form again, as if everything really had faded from existence and was returning.

      “Mia,” he began, still trying to catch his breath.

      “Yes, babe,” she replied, looking up and smiling.

      He smiled, too. “I like that, baby. Are you okay?”

      She didn’t know how he could ask her that. “Nick, I feel amazing.”

      “You were amazing, baby. I can’t believe I waited years to do that with you, or allowed anything to stop me.”

      There was something about the way he said that that caught her attention. There was a hint of something sad, a hint of longing that mirrored her own desire for him, but with something else she couldn’t put her finger on.

      “No more waiting, Nick. I’m yours,” she told him, echoing the words from her heart.

      She knew tonight was the first time that they’d been together, and it would kill her if it was the last. Whichever way it went, she knew she’d always be his. It was the only logical conclusion she could arrive at since she’d always felt like this, from as far back as she could remember.

      And it would only be him. Only him.

      “I’m yours, too, baby, always yours.”

      She had to turn to face him. Mia wanted to see his eyes, see his face to remember this moment forever. “Always?”

      “Always, Mia.” He cupped her face and gave her the sweetest kiss that sang through her veins. “Now, how about we go and try for round two in the shower?” He chuckled, pressing his nose to hers playfully while he ran his fingers over her nipples.

      “That sounds like fun,” she agreed quickly, looking forward to it.

      She laughed as he picked her up, slid of the bed, and carried her into the en-suite bathroom.
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      Nick stirred at the memory of last night.

      God, what a night it had been.

      What a night. He’d never wanted a woman more than he wanted Mia, and he’d taken full advantage of the time he had with her.

      The game changed the minute he stepped on the dance floor and claimed her from that meathead guy. The game changed, and then his world changed.

      His world changed and he pushed Glenn right out of it, out of the picture. That was why he couldn’t take her back to the house.

      Nick didn’t want to think of Glenn and his damn warnings to stay away from his sister. He thought fuck Glenn and the consequences, if he’d been dumb enough to turn down Mia he knew that would have been it for him. Any chance of being with her would have gone out the window.

      He wasn’t an idiot, and there was no way he was turning his back on her. That loyalty to his friend crept up to him several times during the night, but it was lost in the ether as his intense desire to have Mia overpowered it.

      Mia.

      Mia with her fantasy body. That smooth skin; beautiful, juicy, delicious breasts that he couldn’t get enough of; and that wild hair. She’d driven him insane.

      Nick knew that the consequences of his actions were waiting just around the corner to dampen his spirits and pull her away from him, but he would deal with it later.

      Much later, because she wanted him again.

      He opened one eye and then the other and smiled as she ran her dainty hands down the full length of his cock. What a way to wake up and start the day.

      “Baby, you seriously are the perfect woman,” he said smiling down at her.

      She straightened up, giving him a better view of her gorgeous body, the morning light spilling onto her hair making it look like gold. Every time he looked at her he wondered if she was real, if this was real, and if she’d really been his last night.

      He made love to her all night. All night. They must have only had about two or three hours of sleep. He hadn’t wanted to sleep but that last time where he had her in the Jacuzzi did him in. They’d crashed into the bed and sleep took them both.

      Now she wanted him again, and he wanted her. His cock hardened the minute she stroked him.

      “I live to please you,” she said with a saucy smile.

      He could have exploded right there as he watched her breasts bounce when she lowered again and took him into her mouth, covering his shaft with her lips as she started sucking.

      “God,” he moaned as she sucked and teased him with her tongue.

      There’d been a lot of this last night, and it was something he would never grow tired of.

      He reached for her head, guiding her deeper, but then he caught sight of those diamond-hard nipples and decided he had to feel her.

      “Come here, baby.”

      She stopped with a bright smile on her face and moved closer to him.

      “I want to please you some more,” she smiled.

      “The sight of you pleases me. I love your breasts, baby. You’re beautiful.” He pulled her into his lap as he sat up and covered those juicy nipples, sucking onto them as if he was feasting. He moved from one breast to the other and ran his hands down her to fix her over his cock.

      They were practiced at this now. He knew she’d get wet enough for him to slide right in if he sucked her breasts, and he was right. He gripped on to her firm ass and started pumping into her.

      That look of half pleasure and half pain on her pretty face made him go even crazier. His whole body felt tight from being so aroused and every thrust into her sent him reeling with pleasure.

      “Nick, it’s too much,” she cried in a strangled breath, arching her back into him, her breasts bouncing into his face.

      “Come for me, baby. Don’t hold back,” he told her, and she did. He felt her spasm around him, tightening over him with her release. He held her as she came and flipped her onto her back where he would finish.

      It was impossible to exude the same control he had that first time, because he knew how good she felt, especially in the height of passion when they moved as one.

      He pumped into her, not holding back, either. He just plunged in and allowed the carnal desires of his body to do the rest of the work. The enjoyment coursed through him and he was able to hold her like this for a good length of time before he felt his control slipping. He tried to slow down a little and savor the way she looked, but it turned him on even more.

      That beautiful half pained, half pleasure filled look on her face was unreal. Her delicious breasts bouncing, her hair sparkling in the sun, that golden skin, and the moans of ecstasy that escaped her lips as she beheld him.

      That last past did it for him, and all control was lost.

      He tightened his grip on her as she grabbed onto the sheets and cried into his own release.

      God. That felt like it took away a piece of his energy, his life force. It actually drained him but left him with that tingling buzz that flickered over his skin.

      He lowered next to her and pulled her into his arms where she rested her head on his chest.

      “I don’t want to stop,” she said, her breath hot against his skin.

      “Me neither, baby. I feel like we need some kind of battery that will keep us going forever.”

      She laughed and eased herself up onto her elbows, still keeping close to his chest. “What are we going to do today?”

      He closed his eyes, not wanting to think about anything else other than her.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked, smiling at her when he opened his eyes.

      “Anything, as long as it involves spending time with you. Do you have work? I haven’t been to your office yet.”

      She hadn’t, and while it was great to have her come by he had other things in mind for today. Other things that didn’t involve work.

      “Baby, we aren’t going anywhere. How about we just stay here and order room service for the day. I’ll take you to the office tomorrow.”

      “Seriously?” She straightened up and looked at him in surprise.

      “Yeah, we should.”

      “Nick, this room cost an arm and a leg. I appreciate the night here, but another night is—”

      He kissed the words from her mouth. “Another night is exactly what we need.” He smiled against her lips. “You’re worth it.”

      He took in the look of awe that she gave him.

      Apart from the fact that he didn’t want to go back to the house and have any memory of Glenn, he also wanted to take her somewhere nice and memorable. She’d remember this place, because it was the best, and all he wanted was to give her the best. He didn’t have his own place yet, so until then he’d be doing things like this for her.

      “Oh Nick,” she said softly, reaching out to touch his face.

      “Come here, baby, let me hold you.”

      She came to him, nestling her head against him.

      He just wanted to hold her. Hold her and savor her. They’d have fun today; they’d have fun tomorrow, too. But then there was every chance of Glenn coming back and Nick would have to face him.

      It was fine, he’d do it, and when he did he’d make sure that he gave him every reassurance on Earth that he wouldn’t be the kind of man to take advantage of Mia and hurt her.

      Like always, he’d take care of her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They spent every minute of the next two days together, as if they were making up for the lost time of the past.

      It felt like they’d been together for years, not just a few days. Mia couldn’t remember ever feeling this happy or fulfilled. Particularly in light of the fact that she’d lost everything she worked for with her business and was with that idiot Alan.

      Being with Nick made up for it. He was like a gift to compensate for her loss and all the years spent wondering if he could ever feel for her.

      They were great together, and their years as friends just made them better lovers.

      When they left the hotel, he took her shopping instead of going back home. It almost felt like he didn’t want to go back, which was fine since she had no complaints in where he wanted to go. She was happy as long as she was with him.

      He took her to his office, which was near the police station. There she met his new secretary and enjoyed learning about what he did. It sounded fantastic, just the thing to suit him, and she was proud of him.

      As he spoke, she recalled when they were younger and Glenn always seemed to have a plan on what he was going to do, but Nick didn’t. Glenn was always going to be a lawyer and planned his whole life around that. Nick was more of the carefree type of guy who always joked about not going to college.

      Things changed a lot for him after his father was killed. Mia was really young at the time and didn’t know all the specifics, but she remembered and knew it affected him a lot. He never spoke about his father, not to her anyway. And she never asked.

      He seemed nervous as they went back home. Anxious even, and unlike the strong, confident person he was.

      It was only after Glenn called to let them know he’d be back tomorrow that Nick relaxed, then he took her up to his room to make love to her. She wondered if he was worried about telling Glenn about them. She couldn’t imagine why, if he was. Of anyone Mia could be with, she couldn’t imagine anyone better. Nick was Glenn’s best friend and he knew he was a good man.

      The last few weeks had been chaotic because of her, but Nick had fixed it all.

      It was her who was worried about what Glenn would think and how he would react.

      It was about two a.m. when she woke up to find him sitting by the window looking out. He sat there looking like he’d materialized from a dream in just his boxers with those fantasy muscles on display. The moonlight bathed him in its light, shining on him through the long French windows.

      She could have easily lay there and watched him forever—easily. But again, she wondered if he was worried about Glenn. She got up, pulled on one of his t-shirts, which swamped her, and went over to join him.

      He smiled when he saw her and looked her over in that adoring way. Mia sat in his lap and put her arms around him, loving the feel of his skin against the palms of her hands.

      “You should sleep, baby. I know I tired you out.” He chuckled, tracing kisses down her neck. She loved it, loved it a little too much, and had to will herself to answer.

      “You did, but I woke up and saw you, then there was no way that I was going back to sleep.” She giggled.

      He slipped his arms around her and held her close.

      “Are you okay, Nick? You seem worried.” She thought she’d pose it as a general question to see if Glenn was really on his mind.

      “I’m okay. I do this sometimes. Wake up in the quiet morning hours to think,” he explained.

      “What are you thinking about?” It did sound like he had something on his mind.

      “Well, aside from you, I was thinking about my old man.”

      Mia stilled. This was the first time that he’d mentioned his father to her, and she didn’t know what to say.

      “I remember he had a great sense of humor,” she offered. When she thought back to what Nick’s dad looked like, an image of Nick came to mind, because he looked a lot like his father.

      “Yeah, he did. I hate that as time passes, the memories fade. They don’t go, but they fade. I hate that. He was everything to me, and more.”

      “I’m so sorry he died,” she told him.

      “Thanks. Me, too.”

      “He would have been proud of you. Really proud.”

      “I don’t know, I’ll never know. He always talked to me about joining the Marines, but I was a blockheaded, selfish teenager who never listened. I think he would have been happier if he actually knew I joined,” he reasoned. “He just didn’t want me to make a mess of my life.”

      “And you didn’t. Lieutenant.” She smiled, lifting up his dog tags. There were two: one for him, and the other had his father’s name on it.

      “I wear it to remember him.”

      “That’s really honorable.”

      His lips slid into a slow, easy smile and he cupped her face and kissed her. She kissed him back, enjoying the sweetness of him and the taste of him. He tasted like something she needed and never wanted to be without. Like pure energy, filling her with new life.

      It was hard to imagine her life without him.

      She giggled as he lifted her up and carried her back to his bed where he made love to her again.

      She slipped straight into sleep, a deep slumber that took her into blissful dreams that were filled with him.

      The next morning she had a plan ready for the day. She wanted to meet him at work for lunch, and then she thought she would spend the afternoon with him. However, she heard him on the phone when she went downstairs into the kitchen, and by the sound of the conversation it didn’t look like they’d be able to plan anything.

      After a few minutes he finished talking and put his phone in his back pocket.

      “Morning, baby, I have some news,” he announced.

      “What happened?” She walked over to him and kissed him quickly.

      “That was Sawyer. Alan’s back in Florida. I’m going to fly out there and check it out, see what I come up with,” he explained.

      She should have been happier to hear that, but she couldn’t bear the thought of him being away.

      “Oh wow, that’s great. When are you going?”

      “Now, it’s always best to work fast.” He nodded. “Or as fast as possible.”

      “Couldn’t you guys send someone else? Maybe Sawyer could go.”

      He laughed at her response. “Baby, I do this job for these reasons, so I can move around to wherever I need to be. I’ll be back with you as quickly as I can.”

      “I know, I just…” It really was that she didn’t want to be away from him. “I could come with you.”

      He tweaked her nose playfully. “No, baby, believe me when I say you’ll distract the hell out of me. I’m the best person for this, and I need to be there alone. Just think, I could end up getting back some of your money.” He beamed.

      Money. Sure, that was important. She knew it was. If she had enough she’d sort out her business plans. She’d have that spa retreat and all the things she used to have in Florida. But was it crazy that she’d rather have him here with her?

      It was just that she didn’t want anything whatsoever to take him away from her.

      “Okay…and thanks,” she decided to say.

      “I’ll be back before you can blink, and then I’ll take you out to dinner or something. You pick.” He kissed the top of her nose and then her lips.

      “Dinner,” she said into his kiss. She loved spending her evenings with him.

      “Dinner it is, now let me go get the son of a bitch who thought he could mess with my girl.” He smiled confidently.

      She couldn’t help the blush that warmed her cheeks. He called her his girl.

      He was right.

      She was his.
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      It had been awhile since Nick last visited Florida.

      It was probably back in college, when he was in his freshman year. He and Glenn had gone down for spring break. That was a crazy time.

      Nick had geared himself up to speak to Glenn last night. He’d hoped he would have returned yesterday, and now that he was here it was going to take even longer to confront Glenn.

      He wanted to tell Glenn about Mia. It felt like they were sneaking around, and it didn’t sit well with him, especially since Mia didn’t know that Glenn had warned him away from her.

      He didn’t want to tell her that part. He didn’t think it was appropriate because he was sure that would cause more contention between her and Glenn. Nick didn’t want to be the cause of that. There had been enough disagreements over the last few weeks and they all didn’t need anymore.

      Nick was annoyed with Glenn, but he had to remember that the guy was just looking out for his sister. Whichever way he reasoned it to be, that was what it came down to. And it didn’t come as a complete surprise to Nick, either, since the warning had come years earlier.

      He just wanted to get it all off his chest so he could be free to enjoy being with Mia. He knew he could have called Glenn, but this had to be done in person. It couldn’t come from a phone call.

      He’d only been away for most of the day but he missed her. He’d messaged a few times, opting for that rather than calling because he knew he’d be on the phone to her for hours. It would defeat the purpose of him coming here. He’d call her later if he got the chance.

      Now he had to focus on the mission at hand. He was sitting in a rental car outside of a cheesy motel that overlooked the swamps. It was a rough area with the most undesirable types passing by.

      This was the location they’d gotten from their intel. He’d been here for just over two hours, staking the place out and going over the information Sawyer gave him. They’d gotten the location, images of Alan, credit card transactions, and details of license plates for a black sedan.

      They’d set things up so that if any of the cards were used they’d know. The cards would also automatically become invalidated from the minute the pin numbers were used. Sawyer’s call to him this morning was all about this. Five of the cards had been used in the same convenience store in Fort Lauderdale.

      The fact that five were used, or any at all, showed desperation. Most criminals, or people who wanted to keep things under the wraps, paid for everything in cash.

      They’d gotten the CCTV footage of Alan using the cards. That was this morning at six thirty. It was now four in the afternoon. He would have been worried about the time, but since coming here he’d gotten word that the black sedan had been spotted around town three times. This was apparently where he was staying. Nick thought that coming here was best, rather than chasing a car around town. The police had eyes on the car. It was their job to chase. His was to investigate in the way he felt would get the job done. That sometimes meant making sure you had the best position in the game.

      That’s where he was now. Being here meant he could keep watch for any unusual activity and plan the next move.

      Nick looked up and gazed across to the front of the motel at the sound of a screeching car.

      He smiled to himself. It was a black sedan. As it stopped, out jumped the man of the day.

      Alan himself. Idiot.

      Nick was going to enjoy this.

      He got out of the car and took out his baseball bat. It was a prop that scared most people, and Nick supposed he looked scary, too, in his leather jacket with Oakleys on his face and badass attitude. He looked like a bounty hunter.

      He waited for Alan to go inside before he followed. Best to get the object of prey in a small area so he wouldn’t have anywhere to run, except where he wanted him.

      Alan went up the stairs to the second floor. Nick followed, keeping an even distance and trying his best to look as inconspicuous as possible with his bat. Not that anyone would have noticed. The receptionist was too busy doing her nails and the people who were in the foyer were playing poker.

      As Alan opened the door to room thirty-five and put one foot inside, Nick grabbed him by his neck, shoved him the rest of the way in, and closed the door behind them.

      Alan yelped when he saw Nick and looked like he was going to shit himself.

      Nick laughed at the weakness of this idiot who’d caused so much trouble.

      “Who are you? Please don’t hurt me. I’ll do anything,” Alan cried, holding up his hands.

      Nick wouldn’t use the bat on him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do anything. He landed a fist in his face, cracking his nose, and as he reeled back from the pain, shrieking, Nick landed another fist in his stomach, sending him to the floor.

      Aside from all that this guy had stolen from Mia and the distress he caused her, Nick couldn’t help the annoyance he felt that this piece of trash had been with her. He’d had his hands on her, slept with her, pretended to care for her and took advantage.

      This was the filth that Glenn was comparing him to. Someone like this who would never have the feelings Nick had for Mia.

      “You know it’s always best to check first before you prey on innocent women and steal their money. They may know a seriously pissed off ex-Marine who wouldn’t joke to kill you and take your head as a trophy,” Nick balked.

      Blood poured from Alan’s nose.

      “Mia? You know Mia?” Alan asked in disbelief.

      Nick kicked him in his shins, making him cry. That was enough. He wouldn’t do any more damage. This guy was weak and Nick didn’t need to exert his strength on him.

      That was just to teach him a lesson for what he did to Mia, and to make the rest of this mission a little easier.

      “Don’t say her name. Don’t you dare.” Nick pointed at him. “Tell me what you did with the money. All of it. Right from the business money to her inheritance, and don’t fuck with me. I will beat you to death with this.”

      Alan cried some more.

      “Talk, you fucking piece of shit!” Nick came at him with the bat and hit the wall behind him. “That’s your head the next time I raise this.”

      “Most of it’s gone. I spent it. Please don’t kill me.” He winced, rocking backwards and forwards, holding his face.

      “Most? What of the rest?”

      “It’s in an account.”

      “How much, asshole?” Nick wasn’t joking or playing around. He knew that most of it would be gone.

      “I have thirty thousand left. It’s in an account in my brother’s name,” Alan babbled. “He lives about fifteen minutes from here.”

      Nick grabbed him up from the floor and raised him into the air. He couldn’t believe that out of all that money only that much was left. It was small, but he’d get it back. “Great, let’s go visit your brother, and this better not be some kind of game or you’re dead.” He meant that pure and simply for the fact that he would defend himself if he had to. Often times these wise guys would bring someone else into the equation, like now, and it would be a trick.

      Nick was in no mood for that.
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* * *

      Nick was glad that Alan was playing nice and doing as he was told. The man shook all the way to the luxury apartment complex he led him to.

      Before they got there, Nick called his police contact for back up. They got there just as Nick arrived with Alan.

      Everyone was prepared in case this turned into some crazy showdown, but thankfully it didn’t. Alan’s brother was even weaker than him. When Nick found himself face to face with a short, round, bald man who looked like the Monopoly man quivering in his bed socks, he knew he had this in the bag.

      They took them back to the station where they unveiled at least ten more instances of theft. Having the brother’s name pieced it all together.

      Most of the money was used to fund a sex-trade business in South America, and the rest went to paying off debts from previous heists. They’d hoped to use the money Nick recovered previously and the paintings as their profit.

      It made Nick sick, all of it. He was at least hoping that they’d bought a yacht or a house, anything that could be sold to recoup some of the money. Now all Mia would have from what she lost was thirty thousand and the ten thousand they tracked to the Bahamas the other week. It wasn’t much, but perhaps it would help in some way with her plans for her spa retreat. He arranged to have it back in her account as soon as they cleared and verified it.

      It was late by the time he was done at the station. It was after midnight. He wanted to travel back to Chicago, back to Mia, and he would have if Glenn wasn’t there. Nick planned to speak to him about Mia the minute he saw him, but since it would be too late to do that if he travelled now, he chose to wait until tomorrow. He wanted to make sure he did things properly.

      Nick got back to Chicago the next day at noon. He messaged Mia to let her know he was on his way, but he didn’t know if she was home. Glenn would most likely be at the office so that would give him a chance to be with her for a while, alone.

      He’d missed her a lot and just wanted to hold her. When he spoke to her last night she didn’t seem to care about the money too much, only that he was safe. She seemed more eager to have him home with her than anything else.

      He rushed up to her room.

      “Mia,” he called for her, pushing the door open, but froze when he saw Glenn sitting on her bed with her phone in his hand.

      Glenn lifted his head and met Nick’s stare head on. The coldness in his eyes was evident, along with the anger.

      He’d been reading Mia’s messages.

      Nick wouldn’t have a leg to stand on because he’d messaged her several times, and none of those messages could be classed as the run-of-the-mill friendly ones. Especially the one asking her what underwear she was wearing, and the one that followed her reply asking for a picture.

      “She’s not here, Nick,” Glenn eventually replied.

      Nick would never deny anything, he wouldn’t. That’s not what worried him here. It was how Glenn had found out.

      “You read her messages?” Nick stated, trying to act cool and calm.

      “Yes, I did. Thank God my sister can be a ditz sometimes. Or I wouldn’t know what’s been going on. I would have been stupid enough to think that my best friend respected me. I would have been the idiot to think that he wouldn’t screw around with my sister behind my back.”

      Shit. This was going to go all kinds of wrong.

      “Glenn, look. I’m sorry. That’s not what happened. I was going to tell you.”

      “Tell me?” Glenn laughed a crude, sarcastic laugh and stood up, looking even more angry with his red face and nostrils flared.

      “I wanted to see you face to face and tell you.”

      “Okay Nick, go on, tell me. I’m here, you’re here. Tell me how you did exactly what I asked you not to do.” Glenn’s eyes widened.

      “It’s not like that,” Nick defended. This was insane. He couldn’t believe that it really had gotten to this point. “You never asked me once how I felt about her. You just assumed I’d treat her like dirt and hurt her. It was me who was there for her during this difficult time. While you were acting like a complete prick, I’ve been trying to fix things.”

      “Nick, you did what you did because you have feelings for her. Don’t act like some kind of hero. There was an ulterior motive. Play the nice guy so she’d sleep with you.”

      “Fuck you, Glenn, you know that’s not true. You know it, and you know I would never take advantage of her.”

      Glenn laughed again, standing taller and straightening up. “You won’t take advantage of her, Nick, because it ends here. You will stop seeing her today. No more of it, and you’ll tell her yourself that it’s over.”

      Nick simply stared at Glenn in disbelief. If this were another situation he would have responded straightaway with his fists, but the shock of what Glenn was saying gripped him to his core.

      “No. I won’t do it. You can’t tell me what to do. Mia’s a grown woman who can choose who she wants to be with,” Nick said, trying to remain calm against the heat of his blood pumping wildly in his veins.

      “You bastard, after all I’ve done for you this is how you treat me?” Glenn flared.

      “Are you kidding me, Glenn!” Nick cried. “Are you hearing yourself? You want to turn me into the guy that will break her heart.”

      “Yes. That is what you get for your lack of respect.”

      “No.” Nick shook his head. “I won’t do it.”

      “You will, Nick. Because…” Glenn held his gaze. “If you don’t, I will destroy you. I’ll make it so that you never work anywhere again. That business of yours will be history. And I’ll destroy whatever image Mia has of you. I’ll tell her every vile thing you did in your drug-induced state and amplify it a hundred times to make you look like shit. By the time I’m done with you she won’t want to know you.” Glenn widened his eyes again and really looked at him with contempt.

      “Go ahead and do it, take what you want from me. You don’t scare me with your threats,” Nick cried. “If you want, I’ll shout it from the rooftop that I used to do drugs.”

      “Look at you, like some kind of hero. You think you’re so smug. Okay, threats won’t work on you. I’m almost impressed, and would probably be more impressed if I didn’t know you for what you are.” Glenn straightened up. “Ask yourself this. Are you good enough for her? Do you really think you are? I don’t think you are. You’re far from it. You’re the selfish, arrogant bastard who got his own father killed.”

      The punch Nick landed in Glenn’s face came so suddenly it shocked his system. It was like the action skipped past his brain and went straight to his fists.

      He couldn’t have prevented it. It came from hitting the one nerve he couldn’t control.

      The subject of his father was a very, very delicate one for him. One no one should mention. It took him years to separate his responsibility in his father’s death, and even now it still plagued him. It was the kind of situation that happened and wasn’t directly his fault, but it happened because of him.

      It was that part, that aspect, that destroyed him back then when it all happened, and Nick went through the darkest time he’d ever had in his life.

      After hard work, he’d managed to deal with his guilt, and that came from years of therapy and support. Years of accepting that his father wouldn’t want him to suffer for a sacrifice he made.

      Glenn knew this. Glenn knew the truth about the night Nick’s father died. He knew everything, and Nick never imagined that Glenn’s knowledge would make him dangerous.

      “Sick bastard,” Nick seethed, looking at Glenn and shaking his head. “How dare you?” Nick felt like beating the crap out of him for being so evil, but at the same time he couldn’t help but feel the truth in his accusations.

      “How dare I what? Point out the obvious to you? Is that what you want me to say?” Glenn retorted. “There’s no lie in it. It was your fault. What happened was your fault. Just think how Mia will feel about you when she hears you helped kill your own father.”

      “Why would you do this to me?” Nick needed to ask, he had to know because it was crazy. Crazy and cruel. Nick thought Glenn was his friend. He was like a brother to him, and just like that he’d turned on him. All because he didn’t want him to be with Mia.

      “I just told you. You aren’t good enough for her, Nick. I’m trying to show you why. It is as simple as that. I didn’t tell you before to spare your feelings, but I’m done with you,” Glenn snarled. “My sister is a sweet, innocent woman who allows her heart to get in the way. She always has. If you have any genuine feelings for her ask yourself this—what kind of man would think he was good enough for a woman like that if he was responsible for his own father’s death? Ask yourself!” Glenn shouted.

      Nick couldn’t answer, he couldn’t think. Glenn’s words weakened him, opening wounds that went deep into the pit of his soul.

      Glenn had the audacity to smile. “Good, you look like you’re finally beginning to see things my way. Now tell her it’s over, or I assure you I will literally destroy you.” Glenn stared him down as he walked out, leaving him. His words echoing in Nick’s mind.

      He wasn’t good enough for Mia.

      Nick slammed his fist into the wall, feeling distressed. The darkness of the past had started worming its way into his mind and working its way through his body. That dark place that nearly killed him years ago swamped him like a mass of negative energy, and in his mind’s eye he could see his father dying all over again. It was clear, so very clear. Those memories had never faded from his mind, they’d just been pushed to the back so he could deal with what had happened. But they were never far, and just now Glenn reminded him of the guilt that riddled his soul.

      Nick’s world had changed forever when his father was killed.

      He’d been stupid to think he could escape it, a fool to think that by simply pushing it to the back of his mind he’d be able to have some kind of a normal life.

      It was true. He wasn’t good enough to be with Mia. It was true, and that was why Glenn cautioned him all those years ago.

      Glenn saw him as the arrogant, selfish idiot who got his father killed. Of course he wouldn’t want him to be with his sister. There was no question in it now. No cause for wonder.

      But how was he going to end it with Mia? The thought made his heart break into several pieces. It made his soul shatter.

      She’d be so hurt, so heartbroken, and it would be because of him. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not when he felt like this. They’d been together for days, but in his mind it was years. The whole time.

      It was always.

      Glenn knew the significance of that day. That he would use it against him to highlight how unsuitable he was for Mia was pure evil. But he, Nick, couldn’t deny that he spoke the truth.

      It wasn’t just the worry over him taking advantage of Mia. Glenn didn’t want Mia to be with Nick because he saw him as a bad person.

      The guy who got his father killed.

      It was true, that was true, and Mia deserved better.
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      Mia rushed back home, kicking herself for leaving her phone.

      She was so excited that Nick was coming back that she thought she’d rush out to the store to grab what she needed to make him a great big feast. He loved lasagna and had told her that, next to his mother’s, hers was the best he’d ever had.

      Such a compliment was definitely the kind of thing that could make a girl’s head swell with delight.

      She placed the grocery bags down in the kitchen and made her way up to Nick’s room, eager to see him. All she could think of was being in his arms.

      It was crazy that she’d only seen him yesterday, but it felt like eons to her.

      The door was open so she ran straight inside. When she saw him sitting by the window with a large rucksack on the floor next to him, her nerves spiked. She looked about the room and drew in a breath when she saw that his things were all packed up.

      Everything was packed, some in boxes.

      “Nick…” She returned her gaze to him and found he was already looking at her with huge, sad eyes.

      He stood up and walked over to her, then stopped just a few breaths away. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him look so drained in all the time that she’d known him.

      No, wait. She remembered. He looked similar after his father died. That was how he looked. Something must have happened.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, unable to hide the panic in her voice.

      “Mia, I have to go away.” He could barely look at her.

      “Where? Why? I don’t understand.” She looked at him, searching his eyes. “Did something else happen with Alan?”

      From what he’d told her earlier it sounded like the police had Alan in custody and would deal with everything else from there.

      “I’ve been thinking that, it’s best if we…”

      She stared at him waiting for him to finish, waiting to hear what he had to say, feeling her heart being pushed over the edge of hell.

      “What? What, Nick?”

      “We can’t be together.”

      His voice sounded so far away, like a distant echo. Like it wasn’t real. She felt light headed. Dizzy, as all the air left her lungs and the blood drained from her.

      She shook her head, not understanding, not accepting. “Why? Why can’t we?” her voice sounded frail.

      “I don’t think that we should be together.”

      “That’s it? You can’t give me more than that?”

      “I can’t. I… Look, this is for the best. It is.”

      She looked at him, feeling her heart squeeze within her as the tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “You said always. It wasn’t true?” She believed him.

      He closed his eyes briefly and when he opened them again, a small tear ran down his cheek. He opened his mouth to answer but didn’t say anything. He just walked back over to the window, picked up his bag and left.

      That was it; that was all. Nothing more.

      It was as if the magic they’d shared over the last few days never happened.

      Mia broke down the minute she heard the front door close.
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* * *

      She hated going to Claire’s house when she was so upset. She hated not being her normal, happy self that would visit with goodies and girly films.

      Today, Mia couldn’t even pretend that things were okay. But Claire being the great friend that she was took her into her arms the minute she saw Mia on her doorstep and saw how torn up she was.

      Mia told her everything. Yesterday she hinted at being with Nick and promised to tell her all that had happened. Today it was all that had happened and more.

      “Mia,” Claire began, wrinkling her nose. “That sounds completely off to me. It doesn’t sound like Nick.”

      Mia couldn’t think about what sounded right or wrong, or if it was like Nick or not. All she knew was what happened. That was what she had to work with, and it had stunned her to the core. She might not have been with Nick for very long, but them being together didn’t just happen overnight and she felt like she’d had her heart ripped out of her chest. Every time she remembered what he said to her she hurt, her soul quivered with the loss and lack of understanding.

      “Mia.” Claire rested a supportive hand on Mia’s shoulder but she was crying too much to answer. “It just doesn’t make sense. Before he went to Florida things were fine. He then came back and broke up with you?” Claire was shaking her head.

      Having it said like that highlighted the weirdness in the whole damn situation. Nothing made sense. Nothing at all.

      What an awful time she was having. First Alan, now Nick. The thing was, Alan wasn’t anything to her, and honestly, it was loneliness that drew her to him. He was different to the usual types of men she went for, so she thought why not. She gave him a chance. But he’d screwed her over.

      She didn’t even think about their relationship when she discovered his deceit, other than to reason that it was part and parcel of the plan.

      Nick, on the other hand, was a different matter. She’d always felt like this.

      This. Why was she calling it this?

      The feelings she had for Nick had a name. It was love. That was why she was so torn up. That was why she felt so devastated.

      It was because she loved him.

      “I don’t know what to say, Claire,” she attempted against the tears.

      “Something must have happened in between the time that he left and came back.”

      “Claire, maybe it’s best if I just accept it and leave it alone. I don’t want to hope. I don’t want to see something that’s not there and end up feeling worse than I already do,” Mia cried, wiping away her tears.

      “I understand, and normally I would definitely agree. It’s just that it’s odd. Can’t you see that, Mia?”

      “I can, but I don’t have the strength to try and find out what this is about. I don’t even know where he is.”

      “Glenn must know. Ask him,” Claire nodded.

      Glenn was probably the best person to ask, but if she asked and he told her, what would she then do with that information? Could she go and see Nick and find out what the hell was going on?

      Or should she leave it and accept that he didn’t want to be with her.

      The thought brought more tears with it.

      “I’m so tired, Claire. I can’t breathe.” She put her hand to her chest and broke down. Claire pulled her into her arms to comfort her, but all Mia felt was that void that filled her from the minute Nick told her he didn’t think they should be together.
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* * *

      It was amazing how bad memories could overpower the good ones. It was the bad ones that tended to be clear while everything else faded.

      Nick flicked through scenes of his past in his mind, trying to grab onto happy memories. Memories of his parents, his mother and father who loved each other fiercely and loved him even more.

      He thought of time spent by the beach when they lived in L.A., time spent with his grandparents, holidays and vacations. But it was all a blur, and so unlike the clear image he had of the day his father died.

      He remembered everything about that day, from what he ate to the impending feeling of doom and the coppery smell of blood.

      There was so much of it. It literally poured from the wound his father had sustained from the gun shot.

      Nick had just turned twenty and was back from college for the summer break. He’d heard some of the guys he used to hang out with were back, too, so he thought he’d go see them at the usual hang out, an old garage on the edge of the city. It was deserted and near the park. Perfect for what they used to get up to.

      Bob Shelby was the ring leader and the guy to get your buzz from. Name any kind of drug and he could get it for you. Nick was never into drugs the way he was, he could stop when he wanted to for longer periods of time. Bob couldn’t and even became a dealer. Nick didn’t know how he managed to get himself mixed up with such a crowd, but he was well into the mix by then.

      What was ironic was Nick’s father was a very notable police detective, who was well known all over the city for the work he did in the community. As a Marine, he’d won several awards and medals when he served his country. He was a man of honor.

      Except for Glenn, immediate family, and the loser friends Nick used to hang out with, no one knew Nick had a drug problem. It started when he was seventeen at the party where he met Bob.

      While Nick had always had the greatest respect for his father, he never listened to him. His father thought he had the skills for the Marines and encouraged him to try it after college because Nick was so hell bent on having the college experience and being away from home, living life. But Nick thought the old man was just trying to relive his glory days through him.

      His mother worried night and day that that wild streak Nick had would land him in trouble, and it nearly killed her when she found out he was into drugs.

      It was actually Glenn who told her, but it wasn’t for malicious reasons. Glenn ended up telling both his parents after a particularly bad night when Nick ended up in the hospital after trying something he wasn’t used to. He still, to this day, didn’t know what the hell it was. Glenn saved him, though. If not for Glenn, Nick was certain that he wouldn’t be alive today.

      While Nick was away at college, Bob had been arrested several times, but he’d never been placed in long-term custody because the cops didn’t have enough evidence on him to pin him down for possession or supplying.

      Unbeknownst to Nick, they were watching Bob. Watching and tracking, and waiting for the perfect time to grab him. And what was worse was Bob had gotten involved with the big guy, the serious drug lords who didn’t mess around. And if you crossed them, it meant sure death for you. That was why Nick’s father had been adamant that he had no dealings with Bob whatsoever.

      At twenty, Nick thought his old man had lost his mind, trying to tell him what to do. He’d been away from home and was an adult who didn’t need his parents to tell him who he could be friends with.

      That hellish day Nick didn’t even stop at home for an hour before he made his way to meet Bob, who’d messaged him about an opportunity to make money that night. Nick was with Glenn when he got the message and Glenn immediately saw the danger in it.

      Nick didn’t, and despite his parents’ forewarnings and Glenn’s worries, he went to meet Bob.

      Little did he know that Bob would have some new friends who were bad news. New friends he’d pissed off in the worst way possible by not doing what they wanted him to.

      Nick arrived when they were at the height of their argument, and his attempts to defend Bob immediately made him a target. He didn’t know that the new friends were stacked out with guns.

      The main guy raised a gun to him the minute Nick voiced his defense of Bob, ready to kill him.

      Even now, Nick could remember staring at the cold steel of the gun and thinking it was going to be his last few seconds on Earth. But as the gun fired, the bullet never caught him.

      He remembered being shoved out of the way so hard his shoulder felt like it dislocated, and it was only when he hit the ground that he saw his father there, too.

      He was on the ground with blood pouring out of his chest, his own gun raised in the air as he’d fired it at the guy who tried to kill Nick.

      Nick’s father had managed to shoot him and his squad had moved in on the rest of guys, who mostly surrendered after seeing they were heavily out numbered.

      The scene was chaos, people were everywhere, but Nick zoned in on his father, who had saved him and had taken a hit doing so. He’d never moved so fast in his life. Nick rushed over to his father feeling panic and worry weigh down on him like a fifty-ton truck had dropped on his shoulders.

      Nick tried to pick him up off the ground but his father protested and insisted on staying down. The bullet had caught his father right near his heart and there was too much blood gushing out of him to stop it. The movement had caused more to flow.

      His father being the tough guy he was tried to talk to him through the searing pain.

      He said, “Look after yourself and mother for me, son. And please stay out of trouble. Drop these people.”

      “This is all my fault,” Nick had said. “All my fault.”

      “Don’t you dare blame yourself!” his father shrieked, grabbing onto him. “Don’t do it. That is an order, boy. A father’s duty is to protect his family. I love you. Now promise me you’ll do as I ask.”

      “I promise,” Nick told him.

      His father smiled at him, ripped off his dog tags from around his neck, and handed them to Nick. The minute he took them, he saw his father’s eyes roll back in his head and the life leave his body. That was when his world changed.

      Nick would never forget that moment as long as he lived. It was one of those moments in life where it scarred you and left its mark with the memory. His punishment was to relive the day forever.

      It was Glenn that notified his father that Nick had gone to see Bob. Glenn got scared for him and did the only thing he felt he could do by alerting his father.

      Glenn saved him, but Nick’s life came at a price that would never be repaid.

      Despite his father’s guidance, Nick blamed himself. Especially when he saw how the grief got to his mother. Even though she never said it, he knew she blamed him, too, and it took her several years before she could speak to him again and look him in the eye with that motherly love he was desperate for.

      It wasn’t until Nick graduated college and joined the Marines that things started to feel better. Before that, he went through some serious grief that affected him in ways he couldn’t describe.

      It was Glenn that helped him through it all. He was there all the time, any time he needed him, always reminding him not to blame himself, always telling him it wasn’t his fault and that his father did what he had to do to save him.

      It was that special attention and that priceless care that made him back off the night when Glenn first told him to stay away from Mia.

      The same feelings for Mia flowed through him then. It was worse now. His feelings had amplified into something he couldn’t control. Just from those few short days. It was like adding fire to gasoline, it took no time whatsoever to explode and turn into a ferocious blaze of heat that would consume everything in its path.

      One week and five days.

      That’s how long it had been since Nick last saw Mia. Since that shit day when Glenn stabbed him in the back and brought the darkness back into his life.

      He couldn’t believe this was the same Glenn. His friend.

      God, it was a sick joke.

      Nick had found an apartment near work, but hadn’t been to work and hadn’t seen anyone.

      Sawyer had called him several times but Nick didn’t answer, and he never returned his calls.

      He didn’t even know what became of Alan and his brother. Nick had just cut himself off from everything and everyone, even Mia.

      She didn’t call. He never truly expected her to, and he didn’t want her to. He did, however, hope she would. It was okay. She was better off without him.

      He wasn’t good enough for her.

      No one was.

      A knock sounded on his door, the sound taking him out of his thoughts and memories.

      He’d been sitting by the window watching the oncoming nightfall. Last night he drank too much and was suffering for it now with a headache. He didn’t want to see anyone.

      “Nick Wylder, you bastard, open the damn door!” It was Sawyer.

      Nick shook his head. He didn’t want to see Sawyer, so he didn’t answer.

      “Nick, I’m going to kick the door in if you don’t open it.”

      “Shit,” Nick cursed, getting up. He knew Sawyer meant it. He’d seen him do it before. Nick opened the door and was greeted with Sawyer’s angry face.

      He came in, shoving Nick so hard in his chest he stumbled backwards.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, man? You look like shit,” Sawyer balked.

      Nick raised his hand and turned away to go back to his seat.

      “Nick. Talk to me.”

      “I don’t want to,” Nick said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to talk.”

      He pulled in a sharp breath as he recalled the hurt that filled Mia’s eyes when he broke her heart. He couldn’t believe that he’d caused her to look like that.

      Him.

      And she cried. He caused her to cry and he hadn’t been able to comfort her.

      Sawyer pulled up a chair and sat next to him. He’d calmed down and was looking more like himself.

      “Nick, we’re friends, right?”

      Nick turned to face him and beheld the concern in his eyes. Sawyer was a great friend, the best kind. But then Nick thought so about Glenn, too, at one point.

      He didn’t tell Sawyer what happened, only that he’d moved.

      Through the years he’d known Sawyer, he had never told him what happened to his father, either. He’d said he’d died while on duty. That came from the guilt he still felt over his father’s death.

      “I don’t really know who to trust right now, Sawyer. You’re my friend today, but you might not be tomorrow.” Nick thought he’d be upfront with him.

      “That’s a load of bull crap, man. Friends today and not tomorrow? Have I ever given you cause to think that, man?”

      Nick thought for a moment and had to admit that in all the time that he’d known him, the guy had always been the same. Whereas Glenn had his moments. They’d had serious arguments. Sure they made up, but the fact that they fell out a lot was a point to highlight.

      He’d put it down to knowing each other from their youth. They met when they were young boys, and sometimes they acted like they still were.

      Nick had never argued with Sawyer.

      “No, you have not.”

      “Back in the Marines we went on some serious life-and-death missions, didn’t we?” Sawyer smiled.

      Nick nodded. “I thought I was going to die more often than not.”

      “Me, too, but I knew you had my back. And because I knew you had my back, I made sure I had yours. There’s a different kind of friendship formed when you put your life in someone else’s hands. They become your eyes and your ears, your gut instinct. So, Nick, we’re friends.” Sawyer smiled again with more conviction.

      Nick held his gaze, appreciating his words. He felt a spark of hope against the distress he’d been feeling since leaving Mia.

      Nick nodded again.

      Sawyer cleared his throat and straightened up. “Now talk to me. Tell me why you’re holed up in this place when I need you at the station. Tell me why you aren’t answering my calls.”

      Nick still didn’t particularly want to talk but decided he would. And so, he told Sawyer everything. Everything in full detail right from the night his father died to Glenn’s deceit, and his loss of Mia.

      By the time he was finished talking, Sawyer looked completely taken aback and perplexed.

      “Glenn is no friend to you, man. That is not a friend. I appreciate the desire to protect his sister, but he’s gone too far,” Sawyer stated, looking furious.

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s right. He didn’t say anything that was a lie.” That was what got to Nick the most. There was some element of truth to what Glenn said.

      “Nick, we all did crazy things when we were younger. But it’s in the past. And as for your dad. Damn it, it’s really sad that he died, but saving you was an honor for him.”

      “He wouldn’t have died if I hadn’t gone to meet my friend.” Nick shook his head.

      “You can’t think like that. You can’t. Because he could have let that guy shoot you.”

      Sometimes Nick wished that had happened. He really did.

      “I know what you’re saying, but I still feel the pain, and Glenn threatening me like that just opened a wound that took years to heal.”

      “You never told Mia?”

      Nick shook his head. There was no way in hell that he would have told her. The fact that she was twelve at the time his father died made it easier for him not to talk about it with her.

      “I don’t think she’ll see me in the same way if she knows.”

      “How do you know that?”

      He thought of Glenn’s taunts and imagined him telling Mia in that nasty, vindictive manner, along with everything else.

      “I didn’t want her to hate me. Glenn’s aim was to make me look like scum and the kind of guy that would hurt her to no end if she stayed with me. He’s right, Sawyer, I’m not good enough for her.”

      He wasn’t good enough for a girl like that. It was that fact that made Glenn so determined to keep him away.

      “I can’t believe I have to point this out to you again,” Sawyer chuckled. “Do you know what she thinks? Do you seriously think that she’ll believe that?”

      Nick simply stared at Sawyer.

      He agreed, Mia’s opinion was an obvious thing to consider, but he was scared of the answer. Scared to find out what the one woman he’d ever fallen for might think of him if she found out what his past held.

      It actually terrified him.

      “I don’t know if I want to find out, Sawyer. I just don’t know.” That was the best answer he could give. It was the truth. “I think the best thing I can do is stay away.”

      Sawyer looked sad to hear that.
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      “Can I get something strong, please?” Mia asked the rough-looking bartender who approached her from behind the bar.

      “Tough day?” he asked with a smile that highlighted the dimples in his cheeks.

      “Yeah, something like that.” She nodded, trying to be pleasant.

      “Okay, I’ll fix you something to take the edge off.” He nodded with a half smile.

      “Thank you.” That sounded like the very thing she needed. Something to take the edge off, and hopefully that same thing could erase the last month of hell.

      She couldn’t believe it had been a whole month since she last saw Nick. How had the time flown by so quickly? And why hadn’t it made her feel better?

      Time was supposed to heal, right? So why wasn’t it doing its job and healing?

      She’d gone from feeling distressed, to feeling angry, to feeling sorry for herself. That was why she was here sitting in Sam’s Bar ordering something strong.

      Mia didn’t drink alcohol. She didn’t like the taste and smell. She knew it did bad things to your skin and liver, and being the astute beauty therapist that she was she believed in having wholesome foods and wholesome everything.

      But not today. Today she would drink. She’d heard it helped you forget, and like her bartender friend said, take the edge off things.

      She started her new job and it was great. It would definitely keep her in the field of what she wanted to do and help her prepare to set up the spa retreat. Planning that had taken her mind off what was going on. She worked out that she’d need about a half a million to get things going. If she worked hard for the next two to three years, factor in what she had gotten back from the inheritance, and get a business loan, she’d be able to do it. Depending on the location. The startup cost would definitely change with that.

      There was a chance she could have gotten the funds she needed from her parents as she was back in their good books with the return of most of the inheritance and the paintings, but she wasn’t going to. She was still determined to do this by herself, and rise from the flames of distress like a phoenix.

      She didn’t know if she should move across state again, and it hurt every time she considered it because it meant leaving Nick here.

      But she had to forget him. It was best to pretend that nothing had ever happened and forget that she loved him.

      Glenn told her that Nick had gotten some elaborate job that would take up all his time. He also said that Nick planned to move out long ago and it was easier for him to do so with his line of work. Glenn didn’t seem worried or anything so she hadn’t insisted on talking, and she definitely didn’t tell him that she and Nick were together before he left.

      Several times she had to talk herself out of calling Nick. It was so many she lost count and it didn’t help that Claire kept insisting.

      The way she figured it was, there was no point in chasing him for him to hurt her more by asserting that he didn’t want to be with her. If he’d changed his mind she thought he would call her, but clearly he didn’t or else she wouldn’t be here.

      The bartender returned with a tall glass filled with a pink-and-yellow mixture. There was an umbrella placed neatly to the side and blue syrup squiggled over the rim.

      “That’s for you. I call it happiness on the beach.” He smiled at her.

      “Thanks, it looks cool.” She returned the smile.

      “Call me if you need anything else,” he said, and sauntered away to serve the next customer.

      Mia definitely would be calling him again because she planned to be here all night.

      She glanced about her, feeling eyes on her back. There were several men looking at her. She recognized the looks and was sure that one of them would offer to buy her a drink and start talking to her within the next hour.

      She didn’t do bars but knew what mostly happened after people had a few drinks. Most people hooked up and went off together. She wasn’t here for that, so she’d be turning away any offer of drinks that came her way.

      Mia returned her focus to her drink and sipped it slowly through the straw. She tasted the syrup first, but then the alcohol hit her and she had to stop. It tasted vile.

      She couldn’t have it. she was just about to signal the bartender over again and ask for something less strong when something caught her eye.

      She turned. It wasn’t something. It was someone.

      Nick.

      He’d just come through the doors with that uptight, badass attitude she’d found sexy.

      Her heart skipped a beat when she saw him and her breath caught in her throat.

      She wanted to stop looking but her heart wouldn’t allow her to.

      He looked just as good as she remembered, standing tall and proud with that spikey dark hair and those chiseled, god-like features.

      It must have been the intense stare she gave him that made him look in her direction. When he looked he stopped midstride and stared back. The harshness in his features changed, softening, as did his eyes.

      A few seconds of pure magic passed in the space between them where she got lost within his gaze, and she almost forgot that he wasn’t hers anymore.

      But then, he never was.

      Never… But he’d said always. She remembered that, and it pained her soul that it was a lie.

      Mia grabbed her purse and rushed to the back entrance in the opposite direction.

      The tears were already streaming down her cheeks, coming at a rapid speed that made her feel so overwhelmed she took several breaths in.

      He caught up to her and took hold of her arm just as she stepped outside and into the parking lot.

      She opened her mouth to speak, to say something, anything, but whatever senseless babble her brain was about to concoct drowned away as he pulled her right up to him, smoothed his hand across her cheek and pressed his lips to hers.

      The impact sent a shockwave throughout her system, stunning every nerve in her body. She couldn’t think past the kiss, and the how, what, and why questions she had floating in her mind blasted into the netherworld.

      Mia responded to the kiss, giving him the same wild need he showed her. She didn’t even care that they were in the middle of the parking lot where people passing by could see them. She just kissed him, absorbing and savoring him, giving her body what it had missed.

      She sucked in a breath as he pulled away from her and took hold of her hand to usher her to his car.

      Once they got in, he drove. She didn’t ask any question on where they were going and didn’t have to wonder for long as he pulled up in the back of an alleyway. The darkness of night made it creepy, and definitely not somewhere she would have ventured to at night.

      She didn’t need to ask any questions or waste time to find out why they’d parked here. She moved over to him even before he took hold of her again, and within seconds they were tearing away at each other’s clothes in a wild, sexual frenzy.

      She was completely naked within seconds because she’d worn a little summer dress.

      He’d taken off his jacket and shirt and she moved back a little so he could roll his jeans down his legs. She watched him with delight, feeling even more excited when she saw the hard length of his cock.

      He pulled her back to straddle him and he slipped inside her, ready to go.

      He held her and started, pumping slowly at first in a slow, grinding movement, but then the pace quickened and she lost her mind.

      She gripped onto his shoulders, holding on as he bounced her up and down, pounding into her with a desperate need that she felt. Mia didn’t allow him to do all the work. She moved, too, riding the desperate wave of passion and pure ecstasy that took them both.

      The orgasm that gripped her took him, too, and she screamed against it, still holding onto him as the hot release exploded from him. They both came, crying out as the pleasure surged within them.

      She held onto him, refusing to let go, but he held her, too, as if he felt the same.

      “Come with me,” he whispered into her ear, pressing his head to hers. “Come with me, baby.”

      “Yes,” she agreed.
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* * *

      Passion claimed them again when they got to his apartment. She was only able to take note of two things as she entered. The first was the location and that it was tastefully decorated. Also, that it smelled like him.

      It had the same woodland fragrance she loved from his cologne.

      He took her straight to bed where he made love to her throughout the night. There were no words, no questions, just raw emotion she felt deep in her soul that was so strong it consumed her entire being.

      Mia was lost in him, so lost in him she didn’t want to find her way back to the place where she was without him.

      To the place where she wanted to know why he left her, why he thought they shouldn’t be together. Why he hurt her.

      But morning broke, and as the radiant beams of the sun spilled into the room it woke her up and out of her Nick-filled slumber.

      She sat up when she realized she was by herself in his bed and she couldn’t hear him anywhere.

      Pulling on one of his white button-down shirts, Mia went to look for him. Five minutes of searching revealed that he wasn’t there at all. She picked up the phone to call him, but set it back in her bag when she heard the front door open.

      She went out to meet him and offered a soft smile when she saw what he carried.

      Breakfast.

      “Hot chocolate from Starbucks and a blueberry muffin, freshly done,” he said, trying to smile and look cheerful but failing.

      “Thank you,” she told him, walking closer. He moved to her, too, and set the food and drink down on the table.

      She looked him over, trying hard to keep her emotions under control, but it was too much. The tears came again, streaming down her cheeks as her heart wept.

      The not knowing what was going on, and the worry of asking what last night meant, had worn her down. She tried to talk but couldn’t, no words came.

      He cupped her face, seeing her distress, and stared straight into her eyes.

      “I love you,” he breathed. “I love you.”

      She sucked in a breath at his words and widened her eyes.

      “I’ve always loved you, Mia,” he told her with conviction.

      “I love you, too, Nick. I’ve always loved you, always.”

      “Thank you. I just wish I could deserve you.” He beheld her with wide sad eyes.

      “What do you mean? Why would you say that?” She just didn’t understand.

      “I’m not a good person; I’m not the kind of man you should be with. I’m… I know you can do better.”

      “Nick, who could be better than you? I just told you I’ve always loved you, there is no one else for me.” It felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders as she spoke. Finally, she was able to tell him exactly how she felt. “Why did you leave me? Are you leaving me now?” She was scared of the answer.

      Nick pulled in a sharp breath. “I should, but I can’t do it.” He shook his head.

      “Why should you? What is going on? You owe it to me to tell me. Nick, how dare you leave me with the crap excuse that you don’t think we should be together. Do you know how lame that sounds without giving me a reason why?” she retorted. “You hurt me to no end, and I wanted to find you but I got scared. I even asked Glenn where you were.”

      At the mention of Glenn’s name, Nick’s eyes blazed with heat and anger she’d only seen in him when he was truly furious.

      “And what did Glenn say, Mia?” The abrasive tone of his voice held her attention.

      She observed the change in his demeanor, noting how he went from sad to angry in a split second and a sudden thought struck her. Nick had been edgy about Glenn for weeks. When she came back to Chicago they argued a lot, but that was because of what was happening with her. Also, their arguments weren’t exactly new to her.

      She was used to them having disagreements. Often it was because Nick took her side over Glenn’s and defended her.

      However, somewhere along the way, the manner and attitude in which they spoke to each other changed. She took no real notice of it because she felt it was just them being them, but what if there was more?

      “He told me you had a new job and you’d wanted to move out for a while,” she replied.

      Nick bit down on his lip hard and released a sigh of frustration. His eyes hardened, filling with pain, and that immediately answered her question of whether or not there was more.

      “What’s going on, Nick?” She focused on him firmly, waiting to hear.

      He turned away and walked over to the window, resting his hands on the frame. She followed him, took his hand, and pressed hers against his.

      He looked at their hands together and lifted his head to meet her gaze.

      “There’s a lot, Mia. I don’t know where to start, or if I should start. A part of me thinks it’s easier if I don’t say anything.” He looked torn.

      “That’s not fair. Nick, you told me you love me, you said you always have, and if that’s true, please don’t shut me out. Please tell me what’s going on.”

      He sighed again. “Glenn…told me to stay away from you.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath at the revelation. “What? No, no Nick. Why would he do that? Why?” She couldn’t understand.

      “Mia, he probably had every right to. He gave me the first warning five years ago and I listened the first time, but this time I couldn’t.”

      Mia hands flew up to her cheeks, which were now hot. Hot like she got when she was sick and burning with a fever. She felt sick now, sick to her stomach, and she had to stop herself from screaming.

      Five years ago! Glenn warned Nick away from her five years ago? She couldn’t believe it, couldn’t accept it, didn’t want to acknowledge it.

      Her brother, who she trusted so truly, had prevented her from being with the one man she’d always loved. He’d been the reason for her deep heartache over the last month, the reason for her unhappiness.

      “What are you saying to me, Nick?” She shook her head, still not wanting to believe it, but really, it shouldn’t have been that hard because she knew how Glenn could be. She just couldn’t imagine him being this way with them. “You’re his best friend.”

      “Was,” Nick corrected.

      “Why wouldn’t he want me to be with you?” It couldn’t have been something so stupid as their age difference. Glenn’s last girlfriend was six months older than Mia.

      The worry returned to Nick’s face. “He doesn’t think I’m good for you, and he’s right, I’m not. I have a really bad past…” His voice trailed off into a breath and he turned to rest against the window ledge. His shoulders slumped and he looked defeated. “I got into drugs when I was younger, before I even started college. There were some guys I used to hang out with. Guys who were bad news. My parents tried to stop me from seeing them but I wouldn’t listen. That stubbornness cost me everything, it cost me my father.”

      Mia froze and widened her eyes. “Nick…what do you mean?”

      He turned his head slowly to face her and she saw fear in his sharp blue gaze. “It was my fault he was killed, Mia. My fault.”

      “How was it your fault?” She’d been told his father was killed while on duty.

      “He died saving me from being shot. He pushed me out of the way and the bullet got him instead. I went to meet up with my friends and ended walking in on a drug bust up. Glenn contacted my dad because he was worried something was going to happen to me. My dad came to get me and that’s what happened to him. It killed him. I killed him.” A small tear ran down his cheek, which he wiped away quickly and stood up.

      Mia couldn’t take her eyes off him. How could he have gone through so much and she didn’t know. She had no idea that had happened. What a thing to live with. But he wasn’t guilty.

      He seemed surprised when she reached out and touched his arm.

      “I’m so sorry,” she offered. “I’m so sorry. I wish you had told me before.”

      He shook his head. “I couldn’t talk about it. I don’t talk about it. My dad was the best man I knew, Mia. He was everything to me, and because I couldn’t listen he ended up suffering for my stupidity.”

      “No. Nick, you can’t blame yourself for your father’s death.”

      “Mia, can’t you see it was my fault?” Surprise filled his face again. “That’s the kind of man I am. Selfish, stubborn, and foolish.”

      She shook her head at him. “You’re the most selfless person I know. You help people, you use your skills and abilities to do your job in a way that makes you an asset. And that’s just a few of the million great things about you. Your father loved you and that’s why he saved you. I know he wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. If it was me, I wouldn’t, and it would kill me all over again.”

      He held her gaze and looked like he hung onto each word with hope. She reached up and touched his face, then pulled him down so she could hold him.

      “Thank you. I just wish it never happened.”

      “Me, too, but you have to try and move past the guilt. Can you do that for me?”

      He pulled away so that he could look at her. “Mia…you still want to be with me?”

      “It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.” She smiled up at him. “Always.”

      “Always.” Gratitude now brimmed within his gaze. And love.

      He placed a tender kiss on her lips that made her feel whole, but as he slowed she thought of Glenn.

      She stepped out of his embrace and brought her hands together.

      “I’m going to speak to Glenn,” she stated.

      “Mia, you don’t have to go see him. I don’t want to cause more contention between you.”

      “The damage is already done. It’s done, and I’m so furious.” She pulled in a breath to steady her emotions.

      “Let me come with you.”

      “No. This has to be me. I have to do this.” She had to. She needed to confront Glenn by herself. She had to sort this out once and for all.
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      Mia watched Glenn flicking through some files on his desk in the study.

      She just got back in and had a hard time keeping her cool. The more she thought about all that had happened, the angrier she got with Glenn.

      It went back to the same thing when she analyzed it.

      Glenn and her parents were all guilty of not being able to see her capability in managing her own life.

      When her dad tried to get her to go to college and study for the careers he thought would suit her, he never considered what she wanted to do. Since her mother usually went along with her father, Mia thought she was just as much to blame.

      When they went berserk over her using her own trust fund to set up her business, that again told her that they didn’t trust her to make her own decisions.

      Those were all actions that would affect the material things she had in her life and her work, but Glenn had played with her heart.

      That was worse, and what made it even more so damaging was the deceit and lie behind it. All this time he knew how Nick felt about her and he kept it away from her. He kept Nick away from her. She thought about it all on her way here and was finally able to connect everything that happened that felt unexplained. Like her not knowing that Nick had returned from the Marines years ago and was living here. The reason why she didn’t know that Glenn hadn’t told her. He’d had several opportunities to let her know and hadn’t.

      Also, Nick not responding to her letters and losing contact with her when he was away was Glenn, too. Every instance that would have connected them and failed was Glenn. It was all him.

      Glenn looked up as she entered the room and stopped what he was doing to acknowledge her.

      “Hey, where were you all night? I called you a few times.” He looked genuinely worried.

      She walked right up to the desk and stopped in front of him. “I was with Nick.” She just wanted to get straight to the point.

      He raised his brows and immediately looked annoyed. “Nick? What were you doing with Nick?”

      “I’m not going to tell you that part. I may tell Claire, though, and give her all the saucy details, so if you really want to know you’ll have to ask her.” She’d never spoken to him like that before.

      “Jesus, Mia. What the hell?” His stare bored into her, showing his rage.

      “Yes, what the hell, indeed. Glenn, I used to look up to you. I used to think that you were the one person I could rely on because you could fix everything. But really, the truth is you’re a control freak who tries to bend everyone to your will and threaten them to do what you want.”

      “What has that idiot told you?”

      Mia let out a little sarcastic laugh. “Idiot? You guys are supposed to be friends. Nick is supposed to be your best friend, Glenn. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Mia, he’s not the kind of man you should be with.” He stood up so quickly that the folder fell off the table and all the paperwork scattered all over the floor.

      “Damn you, Glenn. Damn you, I thought you stooped low when you tried to throw me out when I had nothing, but to hear how you threatened your friend and blamed him for the death of his father made me ashamed of you. And to hear how you kept Nick away from me, made me hate you. Me! I know we’ve had our disagreements in the past, and even at the worst times I never hated you until I heard that.”

      That got him. Telling him she hated him got him and stopped whatever he had been ready to lash out at her.

      “Mia—”

      She held up her hand to stop him. “No Glenn, don’t talk. I’ve loved Nick my whole life and you stopped him from being with me. Please try and see what you did. You made him feel guilty for his father’s death, and like he wasn’t good enough to be with me. How could you be so evil?”

      “I was trying to protect you. I didn’t want him taking advantage of you and hurting you,” he tried to explain but she stopped him again.

      “Nick was the only person who’s ever taken care of me. He’s even protected me and defended me against you. Of anyone I could be with, he was the best person. Just for the fact that he could choose me over you should have told you that.”

      He pursed his lips together and sighed. “I was just looking out for you.”

      “No, you were trying to control. That’s what you were trying to do. I’m leaving.”

      “No, Mia, please. Where are you going?” He came around to her but she backed away.

      “We’re done here. I don’t want to talk to you anymore. I don’t, please just leave me alone.”

      He looked shocked and sad, but she didn’t want to stick around for any further discussion.

      She left him in the study, went up to her room, and quickly shoved everything into her suitcase. She didn’t even bother to make sure it was packed properly.

      He was waiting downstairs for her, at the edge of the corridor. She caught his eye as she went through the door but didn’t say anything.

      There was nothing left to be said.
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* * *

      Nick wished he’d gone with Mia.

      He worried about how Glenn would react with her and didn’t want her to go through anything unpleasant.

      He’d sat here waiting and thinking about all that had happened. Not just recently, but over the years. Over the years that stretched back to when he first met Glenn.

      Nick felt torn inside, and while he was still affected with guilt, he was trying to gather the strength he’d gained since his father’s death to give him courage again. A part of him would always blame himself, and would always see his fault in what happened, but then there was another part of him that reminded him of the love and sacrifice made. It reminded him of his father’s words to not blame himself.

      As torn as he felt, he decided he was going to try. He would try for Mia.

      And he guessed he would be trying for his father, too.

      He’d try to accept the sacrifice he made, rather than allow it to destroy him. Or allow Glenn to use it to destroy him.

      His heart skipped a beat as he looked through the window and saw Mia’s car pull up on the drive.

      Just the sight of her filled him with invigoration. She looked up and smiled when she saw him, then raised her suitcase.

      “Do you think you have room for one more?” She gave him a hope-filled smile.

      He couldn’t have felt more thrilled at the thought of having her here with him.

      “Always, baby,” he answered with a bright smile. “Don’t you dare carry that thing up. I’m coming to get you.”

      He rushed down to get her and picked her up, carrying her up to their home where he could have her all to himself.

      It would be perfect, he knew that now. It would be perfect because he would make sure she felt the love he felt for her every moment of every single day they had together.

      Finally, she was his, his to take care of. His to love, his to cherish. Everything would be perfect as long as they were together.
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* * *

      The next few weeks were bliss and they had an exciting time together.

      He was right. It was perfect. Being with her was like heaven on Earth, and he wondered how he could have ever been without her. His love for her increased every day, and he felt her love for him in abundance.

      It was amazing how different it was with it just being them. They did everything together and they were happy. They had the happiness he imagined they would have, every day.

      Every new day with Mia felt like a dream. A dream he’d wanted for so long and never had. They had fun by themselves and fun with their friends.

      But from time to time she got that far away, sad look in her eyes and he knew she was thinking about Glenn.

      He’d never keep her away from him. Nick would never try and felt it was unacceptable for him to expect her to.

      It was the night before Thanksgiving that he planned to talk to her about Glenn. He’d made her one of her favorite meals and sat her down to talk while they watched re-runs of Bewitched.

      The next episode was about to start when the doorbell rang.

      His first thought was that it was Sawyer, but he was quickly proven wrong when he opened the door and saw Glenn standing before him.

      Nick looked at him, surprised by his presence, and wondered what sort of meeting they’d have.

      “Baby, who is it?” Mia called out and came into the corridor to join him. She stopped in her tracks when she saw Glenn and looked from him to Nick.

      Glenn looked over to her and Nick felt bad when he saw the sadness in his eyes. He’d missed her. It was evident and written all over him.

      Usually Glenn would be either getting the house ready with all sorts of Thanksgiving things for Mia, or they’d be heading to Hong Kong to see their parents.

      Nick would be going to see his mom, but this year she was coming here.

      “Hi.” Glenn spoke first against the awkward silence. “I know you guys weren’t expecting me. I…did some investigating of my own to find out where you guys were staying.”

      Nick raised his brows at the effort. He supposed none of their friends would have told him where they were because they all knew what had happened to drive them apart.

      “Why are you here?” Mia asked.

      He was glad she was talking, because Nick couldn’t. The mixture of emotion that raged through him was preventing him from doing so. It was awful, feeling ripped between remembering Glenn as a friend who he trusted, and one who turned on him. Not to mention that he knew Mia missed him and was affected by not seeing him.

      They’d been living together for nearly three months. In two weeks, it would be three months. That’s how long Mia hadn’t seen Glenn. It was longer for Nick because it was a month before that that Glenn had made his threats.

      “I wanted to see you guys and apologize. Make peace. I would have come before but wanted to give you the time and space to be together, but with it being Thanksgiving tomorrow I couldn’t wait any longer.” Glenn could barely look at them as he spoke. He looked ashamed and sorry.

      But it wasn’t enough. Not for him. If Mia wanted to accept him, it was fine, but Nick was feeling too torn up to be in Glenn’s presence.

      “Talk to him,” Nick said to Mia. “You should, he’s your brother. I won’t keep you from him.” Nick turned and walked away from them both but Glenn followed.

      “Nick,” Glenn called after him.

      He went out onto the terrace so he could get some air. But Glenn followed him there.

      “Nick,” he called out again.

      Nick turned to face him. “What do you want from me, Glenn?”

      “I don’t want anything. I have no right to ask for anything. Not even forgiveness.”

      “Damn right,” Nick snarled. “Damn right, because you destroyed me like you promised. But it was in a matter of seconds. You took the one thing you knew would hurt me and blindsided me with it. You knew I wouldn’t care about anything else, and that taunting me with my father’s death would hit me hard.”

      “Yes.” Glenn nodded. “That’s exactly what happened. All I can say is how sorry I am. I don’t expect you to get over it, or forgive me for being so despicable, but I had to let you know how sorry I am. How sorry I am for putting you through that.”

      Mia walked out onto the terrace and came over to take Nick’s hand.

      Glenn looked down at their hands joined together and then focused back on them. “I’m sorry for putting you both through distress. It was unfair and selfish. You look happy, you both look happy, and in love. But then you always did look that way. I just allowed my overbearing, controlling ways to get the better of me. Nick, you’re the very best friend I’ve ever had, and I was horrible to you. Mia, there are no words to express how sorry I am for everything. I miss you guys. I really do. I hope that one day you can forgive me and we can move forward.” He looked at them both, nodded curtly, then turned to walk away.

      “Wait,” Mia called after him. She looked up at Nick and searched his eyes. He already knew what she was going to tell Glenn before she spoke, and it would be okay.

      She looked back at Glenn and brought her hands together. “Maybe we can,” she said to him. “There’s a lot of hurt here, but maybe…we can.”

      Nick observed the gratitude in Glenn’s eyes. He looked happy for the chance, but sadness returned to his face as he turned back to Nick.

      “Nick. Do you think that we could extend to you?” Glenn pulled in a breath. “The last time I thought I was going to lose you I ran to your old man, because I knew he’d save you. He’s not here anymore for me to run to, and I’m the cause of this. I used to act like I was the good one and you were lucky to have me. But it was the other way around. You changed into someone people can admire, and I stayed the same. I’m really sorry.”

      Nick looked at him and really tried hard to see Glenn as the friend Nick used to know. His words were gripping. Nick would even admit that they pierced through the hurt Glenn caused him, but being friends again would be difficult. What had happened wasn’t like their run-of-the-mill arguments that would have been pushed to the back burner with a few words of sorrow or any amount of time that passed. Glenn had hurt Nick a lot, in a way he wasn’t likely to simply get over.

      Nick continued to focus on him, with each passing second carrying more weight than the first. He looked to Mia and beheld her beautiful face staring back at him, her expression filled with understanding for whatever he chose to do.

      Few things could make him say no to her or put her in a position that would make her feel awkward.

      He loved her, and because he knew it would be unfair to expect her to be with him and live in an awkward environment where she’d always be wishing that he and Glenn could make amends, he decided he would try.

      The beautiful angel of a woman she was expected him to try. She knew how hurt he was, and how much Glenn hurt them both, but she also knew his heart

      Nick nodded his agreement and turned back to Glenn. “Yes, I’m included. We can try to move past this.”

      “Thank you. Thank you both.” Glenn smiled with appreciation. “I’ll leave you to get back to your evening. See you soon?”

      “Yeah,” Nick replied.

      Mia rested against him when Glenn left and he lowered to kiss her forehead.

      She looked up at him again and he took a moment to appreciate the sparkle in her beautiful green eyes.

      “I admire you for that,” she told him.

      “I admire you, too.”

      “He did worse to you. Much worse. Thank you for sticking by me. At one point it felt like we were never going to happen.”

      “Never…and always.” He smiled down at her. “We were always.”

      “I like that. I do.” She giggled.

      “Come on, let’s go watch a film. I’ll give you a neck rub.” He gave her a cocky grin.

      “Nick, my neck rubs always end up with us naked,” she scolded.

      “Well you can’t accuse me of being boring.” He shrugged with a smile.

      “How about we skip the neck rub and get to the naked part?” she cooed seductively, looking him over. “I’ll keep this on, though.” She lifted up her necklace and held it out.

      “That’s a better plan than mine.” He followed her when she took his hand and led him to their bedroom.
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      Eight months later

      

      The fresh, languid air filled Mia’s lungs as they sped along the highway. It was a wonderful day and the summer breeze brought with it that sense of relaxation and tranquility.

      They had The Red Hot Chili Peppers latest album playing. Nick said it was good road trip music, and she definitely agreed.

      She just wished she knew where he was taking her.

      He often came up with these wild ideas and she’d end up somewhere amazing. The last time she thought they were going on a weekend break to New York, the man took her to Paris. He did all sorts of things like that for her and she got the feeling today would be no different.

      They’d been driving for a few hours now, but the drive was great because they always enjoyed each other’s company. They’d both gotten very busy with work. Him more than her because his business took off the minute he got more organized. Sometimes he’d be travelling all over the country working on different cases.

      As for her, she was probably about another two years away from reaching her goal. When she started looking into things properly and got an idea of cost, she realized she was going to be working a little bit longer than she hoped. But it was fine.

      Her family annoyed her daily with their offers to help, but she still refused and insisted that she didn’t want to fall back into old habits. It was better this way and she’d feel like she’d earned it. She still didn’t have any idea where she’d base the business, but the constant thing in her mind was she knew what she wanted.

      Nick knew, too. She enjoyed talking about her dreams with him. He kept her going and, surprisingly, Glenn did too.

      Things improved dramatically between them all after the night he came to apologize. It was clear that what was missing before was respect. With that added element, it made him a better brother to her and a better friend to Nick.

      However, she could still see that there was some element of hurt that Nick felt when they were all together. He seemed to be working on it, though, because he made the effort to see Glenn, regardless of how busy he was.

      She looked over at him, sitting next to her with that sexy grin on his face. He’d had the same self-satisfied look since yesterday, keeping some sort of secret he wouldn’t share. He’d simply came up to her and told her they were going on a road trip.

      It wasn’t how they usually spent their Saturdays but she thought hey, why not? They were always doing different things.

      “Are we going to Canada?” she giggled. They were in Michigan.

      The gorgeous lake was to their left. She’d had the privilege of admiring it from about two hours ago.

      “No, baby, we are not going to Canada,” he laughed.

      “India, are we driving to India? You crazy man.” She widened her eyes and looked at him. He laughed even more.

      “Baby, I told you I’m not telling you. It’s a surprise. If I tell you I’ll spoil it.”

      “Nick, we’ve been driving for three hours. I’m going crazy.” She winced. “Do you want me to go crazy and lose my mind. I could end up doing weird things like collecting carrots, or tooth picks.”

      “Baby, you’re already crazy, over me,” he chuckled.

      “Yes I am,” she smiled. “Nick, come on, give me a hint. At least tell me how much farther we have left.”

      “Okay, we’re nearly there.” He smiled widely, enhancing his gorgeous dimples.

      “Nearly?” She looked around and wondered how far nearly was and where were they going. Where they were now was absolutely beautiful. She’d never driven this way before. It had that cool vibe she felt when she did her work, like back in Florida but with a more chilled pace.

      “Twenty minutes.”

      “Okay. I’ll survive for twenty minutes.”

      Twenty minutes later they verged off the highway and into the country roads that verged out to the woodlands, closer to the lake. The place was so beautiful she forgot the long journey and focused on the surroundings.

      Nick stopped in a park area surrounded with oak wood and those foreboding sequoia trees. She smiled as they got out of the car and went over to him to take his hand.

      “What is this place Nick?”

      “Come on. This is just the start of it. You’ll love it,” he promised, tugging on her hand.

      He was right. He led her to a massive clearing that had a substantial view of the lake with the gentle woods adorning it. Her skin tingled as she took it all in, feeling the reverence that surrounded it and the natural beauty. There was the land, the lake, and a truly stunning two-story Victorian-looking house off in the distance. The place looked like a scene from a film. Like a scene from her dreams when she imagined her spa retreat.

      The house looked like the one she’d live in, but better than what she imagined. And all this land over there in the woods would be what she’d turn into cabins for her guests, who could enjoy the beauty of the lake and the tranquil surroundings.

      “Nick, this place is beautiful,” she breathed.

      “I know. It looks like the place you want, right?” He smiled at her.

      She laughed and gazed up at him, loving the way the afternoon sun beamed down on him. She’d never shown him any pictures of what she wanted. All she did was talk about it.

      “How do you know? I was just talking and imagining somewhere… Somewhere that looked like here. Is that why we’re here? You wanted to give me an image of what I wanted?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Yes and no? What does that mean?” She smacked him playfully in his chest.

      “It’s yours if you want it,” he replied, taking her hand.

      She widened her eyes instantly in complete disbelief. “What?”

      “This.” He motioned to their surroundings and smiled.

      “I don’t understand. I…” All she could do was look at him. “Nick.”

      “I saw this last month, this whole area for sale, and I thought it looked exactly like the place you talked about for your spa retreat. So we can get it if you want it.”

      “How can we afford this?” They were still in that little apartment on the edge of town, talking about moving somewhere bigger. She just never imagined it would be somewhere big like this.

      “I got this, baby. I knew you wouldn’t take the money from your family, so I figured I’d start saving, too. Turns out my skills are worth a pretty penny. So do you want it?” There was that smile again, the one that made her fall deeper in love with him every time she saw it.

      She opened her mouth to answer but didn’t quite know what to say. “You’d do this for me?”

      “Mia, what kind of question is that?” He laughed. “I’d do anything for you. Besides, the land part with the woods is the you part. I’ll have it built up to look exactly like what you want.” He chuckled pulling her closer. “That,” he pointed to the house. “That is for you and me. It has five bedrooms, so our children can have a bedroom each, and there’s space for a dog, maybe two or five. You’ll probably want guard dogs around the place as well.”

      Again she looked at him. “Nick,” she started to laugh. “You really planned this well. How many kids are we having?”

      “Four,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone, as if she should know this. “But if you want more, that’s fine.”

      She started to laugh and couldn’t stop. “Four or more kids and possibly five dogs? Does each child get a dog?”

      “Don’t you laugh, baby, I’m being serious.” He nodded.

      “Are you? You want all of that with me?”

      He pulled in a breath and gazed at her lovingly. Then he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a little pink velvet box.

      She was fascinated with the soft hue in the color and didn’t really take note of what it was until he flicked the box open and revealed the delicate engagement ring inside with a stunning princess-cut diamond placed at its center. It gleamed in the sunlight, sparkling radiantly with a spectrum of color.

      Mia gasped and brought her hand up to her mouth. Tears were already running down her cheek, even before she watched him lower to one knee and take her hand.

      He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it, then he pressed it to his cheek. She touched his face and smiled.

      “I want everything with you. Everything. You are my angel and I’ll love you until I draw my last breath and beyond that. Will you marry me, Mia?” He smiled up at her with hope.

      “I’ll love you forever, too, Nick. Yes, yes, of course I’ll marry you.” Mia could barely get the words out against the tears of joy that flowed straight from her soul. She couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe the moment and how perfect it was.

      “Yes?” His smile widened.

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you,” he said, kissing her hand again, and then he slipped the ring on her finger.

      Her heart soared when she saw it.

      He stood up and she fell into his arms, into him, where happiness would always be.

      He was her dream come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank you so much for reading. I hope you enjoyed this story.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Khardine Gray writes hot contemporary romance and romantic suspense. 

      Her books have drool worthy heroes who will make you melt, and sassy, fun loving, ambitious heroines. 

      She loves writing and simply adore her readers.

      She’s from the Caribbean but currently lives in England with her husband and two kids.

      When not writing you can catch her ice skating or dancing at a Samba class.  

      Keep up with all the new releases by signing up to her readers list.

      Connect with Khardine at The Bliss Romance Hideaway reader group on Facebook.

      
        
          www.khardinegraybooks.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Khardine Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      
        I Only Have Eyes For You

        The Objection to Affection

        Complete Me

        Hearts Entwined

        Shape of My Heart

        One Wild Night

        I Love You again

        Never and Always

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vandervilles Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Book 1- When Beauty Met the Beast

        Book 2- Secrets and Lies

        Book 3- Into the Rabbit Hole

      

      

      
        To check out these titles please visit

        

        https://www.amazon.com/author/khardinegraynovels

      

      

      Enjoy the first chapters of One Wild Night and I Love You, Again. Two of my best selling books.

      Happy reading xx

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One Wild Night Taster

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Look at him posing with his entourage of women.

      Look at all the admiring fans and football groupies.

      Standing by the grand marble steps that led to the hotel’s entrance, he straightened with pride and displayed his admirable athletic physique. He was an exhibition chiseled to perfection, all sleek with the kind of hard muscle you’d expect to see on only the most serious of athletes. With the inherent strength in his ruggedly handsome face and the bright morning sunlight bouncing off his spiky black hair, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a fantasy, powerful and godlike.

      Abi rolled her eyes at the sight and pressed her hands against the cool metal rail that ran along the balcony. It overlooked the main entrance to the hotel, allowing her to see all the guests arriving.

      She shouldn’t watch him. It wasn’t healthy, but she told herself she was just doing it out of mere curiosity. Curiosity to see how she’d feel when she saw him again. Curiosity to see if anything had changed for the renowned and cherished LA Gladiators wide receiver, Scott Emmerson.

      From where she stood, Abi couldn’t see any changes for the better. He seemed to love attention just as much as ever, and the host of women worshipping him only fueled that. Irritated by his cool and self-absorbed manner, Abi frowned.

      How on earth did they know he would be in San Francisco?

      He was here for Margo’s wedding. Margo was his little sister and Abi’s very best friend. Margo was like a sister to her, too, and Abi knew that Margo wanted her wedding to be a private affair and not some publicity opportunity.

      Scott’s PR company must have purposely announced his presence. With the new football season only months away, this was the time when the main players did all their media and magazine appearances. Part of it was to build up the hype for the onset of the season, but it was also done to attract more fans, women fans, specifically. Why else would a guy have to pose shirtless or in his boxers on the beach for Calvin Klein? It made women want them, and it made men want to be just like them. And this guy below was one of the most self-centered attention grabbers Abi had ever known; he loved any opportunity to be in the public eye.

      How did she know all this? Well, Abi had the unfortunate privilege of dating him for seven years. Unfortunate privilege. Those words didn’t make sense together, and probably wouldn’t make sense to anyone if she said them aloud, but they did make sense to her. She was unfortunate because her relationship with him drained her out. Scott was her first love. She had met him in her freshman year of college, just after she had become friends with Margo. She was nineteen, and everything had changed for her in a dramatic way.

      Abi’s grandmother had died a few months before she started college, leaving her completely alone in the world. Everyone she knew had died. So, not wanting her friend to be by herself for the holidays, Margo invited Abi to her family’s Thanksgiving feast. Abi had been completely charmed by her parents and the kindness they showed her, but when she met Scott – Margo’s completely gorgeous, hot older brother – she could have sworn the world had literally stopped.

      It was what she called the heart-stopping, mind-numbing syndrome that stayed with her for years. He was five years older than her, and having a guy like that show interest in you at that age was one of those memorable moments a girl always remembers. She thought it was a dream when they got together, and Abi had loved him fiercely.

      Scott was one of those guys who oozed confidence – and quite rightly so because he had the personality and the looks to go with it. He was one of those guys who could hook you – hook her. Abi was sure that most of the women he’d been with could relate. Scott had captured her with one look that controlled her like she was a mindless puppet.

      Things were amazing initially, and everything had moved so fast. She’d liked his charm, and he charmed her into believing that he loved her too. Maybe he did at one point; she’d never know. What she did know was that things were wonderful until he got signed to the Gladiators and got a taste of fame. They had several beautiful years together before he joined.

      With his talents and skills, he progressed very quickly. Everyone loved him, and things changed between him and Abi. With fame came a host of admiring women, and Scott soon he grew bored of her.

      After that, when he was with her, he was with her in body, but not in mind -- like an empty shell. And, what was worse was she could tell he wanted to be with other women and most likely stayed with her only because she was Margo’s best friend.

      Her love for him controlled her, made her think with her heart and never her brain. It made her give her all, but, in the end, she came to the devastating realization that it was just her who was making all the efforts in their relationship.

      Leaving him broke the spell and released her mind from the thrall he had over her. It was difficult at first to get her head around it, but she did, and she pushed him out of her mind. It was all made easier by her move from LA to New York. She made an effort to see Margo when she could and spoke to her practically every night. She missed Margo, but being so far away from Scott had been good for her. It set her life back on track. She was thirty-two now and hadn’t seen him for almost six years.

      The privilege of being with Scott was that it taught her to never give her heart away to anyone like him, someone who took advantage and couldn’t commit.

      She blamed it on her youth. She was young when she first got with Scott. She was inexperienced in life and in dealing with men. Her grandmother was very prudish and never spoke about relationships, and her mother and father had died in an accident when she was five. There was really no one to guide her. But when she left Scott, she found her way, and, now, before she even considered going on a date, the lucky guy would have to prove he was worth her time. She was single at the moment and had been for a while, but that worked for her. It did get lonely sometimes, but only sometimes. She was busy enough at work and certainly had no time for the dramas of having a relationship.

      Seeing him now was weird. Over the last few weeks, as the time grew closer to today, she’d started thinking about him and wondering how it would be when they saw each other. Knowing him, he probably wouldn’t have thought much of it. But she had, and she’d probably spent more time thinking about him than she should have.

      They didn’t exactly have an amicable split, but they didn’t have what most people deemed to be a disastrous blow up, either. Whichever way anyone chose to describe it, the whole thing left her heartbroken, and it took her a while before she could feel like herself again. She didn’t feel the hatred that most people express when they break up, but she wouldn’t exactly roll out the welcome carpet for Scott either. Looking down at him now, she didn’t feel anything one way or the other, except for the mild irritation at him for posing as if everyone should kneel down and worship him. Abi thought the next few days may be difficult, but she was hopeful that she could avoid having too much contact with him.

      Abi sighed and rolled her eyes again as she watched Scott turn to his good side so that the paparazzi who’d now gathered could take their best pictures.

      “Jesus.” She muttered under her breath and narrowed her eyes at him.

      He was standing there like he owned the world. Now there were six Barbie-doll-like women trying to get a photo with him. The ones closest to him really took advantage of the moment and snuggled into his chest. They all laughed as the photographer said something funny.

      Then, Scott went back to posing by himself. He took off his biker jacket, revealing a white T-shirt that highlighted some serious muscle across his wide shoulders, powerful chest, and rigid abs. He flexed an arm to show off the mass of his huge biceps. An image of one of those Levi’s ads came to Abi’s mind as she looked down and focused on his jeans. Just like in the ads, the jeans did a good job of showing off the athletic definition in his legs.

      Okay, so she wasn’t entirely immune to a great body. The man was definitely of the Greek god variety. Shame about the personality though. Men this good-looking should come with some kind of warning label.

      Maybe it was that sixth sense that people spoke of, or maybe it was the piercing stare she gave him that made him turn and look up to where she stood. Their eyes locked and a familiar tingle fluttered through her stomach, resonating from deep within. It was an eccentric blend of anxiety and anticipation that scattered her nerves. She didn’t expect to feel it, or anything, for that matter, and she immediately felt the off-balance daze she remembered feeling when she first met him and the world had stopped.

      They stared at each other across the distance that separated them. Even from where she was, she could see the rich turquoise color of his eyes. They sparkled as he took her in and continued to stare. The tingle turned into something more, something that heated her right up. Her body’s reaction to him both surprised and annoyed her.

      His eyes roamed over her even though he was being called and even though two of the Barbies were trying to get more pictures with him. Scott didn’t move or respond; he just continued to stare until the moment felt almost awkward. The women looked to where he was looking, to Abi.

      Politely, he lifted his hand and waved. The Abi of the past would have waved back excitedly with a smile, but she wanted to show him the changed woman she was now and mask the effect he’d just had on her. So, she tipped her head and gave him a curt nod of acknowledgment. She then turned away, not wanting to prolong the moment or the contact, and walked back through the lobby. There was no point encouraging contact even though he was three floors down and several feet away. There was a dinner later where she’d see him, but wouldn’t engage with him.

      That was how she planned to be for the rest of this trip.

      “Abi!” Gale rushed up to her.

      Abi noted the look of worry on his face, his clamped mouth and the fear in his eyes. She’d spent an hour yesterday calming his nerves. Some guys got cold feet before their wedding, but this one was too busy making sure everything was perfect for his bride. He got all worked up yesterday when the hotel placed red roses in Margo’s princess suite instead of pink ones. He said the smell and the ambiance were wrong. Abi didn’t know that red roses smelled different from pink ones and couldn’t see what the problem was because the flowers were out-of-this-world beautiful.

      Apparently, though, they weren’t good enough for his Margo, who he insisted had to have pink roses.

      Gale had the tendency to go completely over the top when it came to Margo. Even this venue, beautiful as the Saylor Hotel was and the finest in San Francisco, was insisted on by Gale.  He said he wouldn’t live up to his Barrett family name if he didn’t give Margo the best. And the best for the soon to be Mrs. Barrett meant the Saylor Hotel. Aside from its exquisiteness, Becca Walker –Margo’s favorite singer and absolute idol – had gotten married here. They had to book a year in advance, and he paid for all the guests who were attending to stay here.

      “Hey, you okay?” Abi asked, greeting him with a warm smile. She geared herself up for hearing some sort of ridiculousness like she had heard yesterday.

      “No. Margo’s not here,” he winced.

      “What?” Margo was supposed to arrive last night with everyone else traveling from LA. Abi had a migraine which is why she had come early.

      “Are her parents here?”

      “Yes.” His bright blue eyes looked sad and even more worried. “They got here just after you went up to your room.”

      Margo had planned to travel with her parents. Abi found it strange that not only had she not come, but that Margo didn’t call her either. “Have you spoken to her?”

      “Yes, and no,” Gale replied with a tentative expression on his face.

      “What does that mean?” Abi laughed.

      “Abi, I did something bad.” He brought his large hands together and clasped them at his chin, then touched the dimple in his cleft.

      “What could you possibly have done?” Gale was the most perfect guy ever. He and Margo met in college and they’d been together ever since. They were the description of the perfect couple. She couldn’t even think of him doing something to upset Margo. “Did she find out the roses were red instead of pink?” Abi had to laugh.

      The sick look on his face held her attention. “I did something worse than that.”

      “Gale, I’m sure she’ll be here. I’ll call and check.” Abi took out her phone from her back jeans pocket.

      “No, wait. I should tell you what happened first, before you speak to her.” He held up his hands.

      Abi narrowed her gaze at him and sighed, certain this was going to be one of his crazy tales of overliness. He’d probably tell her that he thought Margo was upset because he’d told her the sheets in her room were cotton instead of silk. And, if he did Abi would happily highlight that Margo didn’t care about things like that. She was the humblest woman Abi knew, and Gale honestly didn’t need to be so over-the-top.

      “Okay,” she said, just to humor him.

      “There was something on my mind. Had been for a very long time. Years. I planned to tell her days ago, before we got here, but she’s been really busy at work. It was important to me to tell her before she got here. I wanted everything to be perfect and memorable as a happy time.”

      This sounded serious. Abi shifted her weight from one foot to the next and folded her arms under her breasts. Gale pulled in a breath and continued. “I had a secret that I needed to get off my chest.”

      “What kind of secret?” Abi bit the inside of her lip and tucked a wayward strand of her hair behind her ear.

      “The bad kind.” He brought his hand to his beard and shame filled his handsome features and made him look down. When he looked back to her, she saw that this really was serious. She’d never seen him look like that before. “Abi, about ten years ago, Margo and I had a really terrible argument. I thought that was the end of us. We’d just left college and tried to live together as a couple. Anyway, this argument we had made me think we’d broken up. I was angry, and I got drunk, and um…”

      Abi dropped her hands to her sides waiting to hear what he had to say. “What did you do, Gale?” Her voice sounded more rigid now, unlike the playful tone she’d used previously.

      “I slept with someone else.”

      Her heart stopped and skipped several beats. Her breath was caught in the walls of her chest. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      “What?” Her voice sounded fragile.

      “Abi, I don’t really want to say it again. And, it’s embarrassing for me to tell you. I can’t even remember how it happened, but it did, and I’ve lived with that secret for all this time. I couldn’t marry Margo with that on my conscience. She deserved to know, and I think she’s changed her mind. I don’t think she’s coming.”

      Well, if she didn’t, Abi would understand why. She drew her brows together and frowned at him.

      “Gale, why didn’t you tell her this before? This is crazy. You wait until two days before your wedding to tell her something that happened ten years ago!” She huffed. She was angry and disappointed. Abi instantly thought that if she felt this angry, then how did poor Margo feel?

      Gale bowed his head and lifted it up again. “I was scared. I thought I could never mention it, but I had to. Abi, I was young and dumb. I swore to God I would never treat her badly. It was also just that one time. I’m not a cheater.” His eyes glossed over. “She was crying when I told her, but then she sounded fine. I asked her if she still wanted to marry me and she said yes. I thought she’d be here by now.”

      “I’ll call her.” Abi nodded. She didn’t know what she would say to Margo, but she knew her friend would be incredibly hurt regardless of what she told Gale, and it was definitely the reason why she wasn’t here.

      “Thank you.”

      “Abi,” said a smooth, cool voice she’d recognize anywhere. Her breath quickened. Abi looked up to find herself gazing up into Scott’s turquoise eyes. The simple tingle she had felt when she’d watched him from the balcony was nothing in comparison to the heat that rose within her now. It was because of the way he was looking at her. Smoldering with the heat she felt, probing and boring into her with an intensity that made her swallow hard and try to calm her racing heart.

      Considering that she’d been on a six-year mission to purge herself of him, she wasn’t doing so well. It wasn’t helping that being this close to him gave her a good view of how much hotter he’d become since she last saw him. Looking at him from afar gave only a taste; up close, he was all kinds of gorgeous, and six years older looked great on him. The boyish look he had about him back then had turned into sharper, more striking masculine features, and, while he still exhibited that bad-boy presence with overpowering wildness, he had an air of maturity that was even more attractive.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but Gale beat her to it. “Scott, hey,” Gale replied putting out his hand to shake Scott’s. Gale looked nervous. He always did around Scott, but, with the secret he just disclosed to Abi, she was sure he must have felt like he was walking on eggshells. “When’d you get here?” Even his voice wavered.

      “Just now,” Scott replied. He must have meant the time at which he’d come up the steps because he’d been here for at least half an hour. “Abi.” He focused his attention on her again.

      “Hi.” She raised her chin and put on her best smile, trying not to see more into the look of interest he was giving her, or the way that his eyes caressed her with softness.

      Her phone started to ring in her hand. It was an unknown number. She would have hung up on a normal day but welcomed the excuse of a phone call to get away from Scott. She answered it.

      “Abi!” It was Margo.

      “Hey there. Why are you calling from an unknown number?”

      “Are you near Gale?” Her voice was heavy with the type of panic that immediately made Abi nervous.

      “Yes.”

      “Don’t’ let him know you’re talking to me,” she said quickly.

      Abi glanced at Gale who was looking at her eagerly. “Why?”

      Margo made a whimpering noise and Abi realized she was crying. “Please, if you’re standing near him, move away.”

      Abi moved away and walked over to the corner of the room, leaving a perplexed Gale with Scott. “I’m away,” Abi told her. “Scott’s here.”

      Margo broke down. “Oh Abi, I seriously could do with having either of you here now. There are times in life when you lose your strength and when all a girl needs is her best friend or her big brother to help her pick up the pieces of a stupid mistake.”

      Abi held her breath as anxiety filled her stomach. “Sweetie, are you okay?” She asked trying to keep her voice under control. She felt it was more appropriate to allow Margo to tell her what happened and comment after. Scott glanced over at her, but she ignored him.

      “Abi, Gale told me he slept with some random girl just after we left college,” she cried.

      Abi turned around when she saw Gale looking on desperately. She couldn’t have a private conversation with him looking at her like that, and Scott was an excuse all by himself. There was a reason she wanted no contact.

      The last time they saw each other was when she’d gone to see him at the football stadium to break up with him. He’d had one of those man-hungry groupies on his lap. A fiery redhead who looked like all she wanted was sex. Abi would never forget the sight of the two of them. She had to tell him she was leaving him while the skank had her arms locked around his neck, and all Scott did was respond with a laugh. That was it. Seven years down the toilet and all the man could do was laugh. He never even came after her, she reflected with bitterness. She couldn’t have been more embarrassed, but what was worse than any embarrassment or humiliation was the hurt that left her feeling bereft and desolate.

      Abi walked back to the balcony, listening to Margo cry. After what Gale had told her, she expected this. She just wished she knew what was going on.

      “Margo, Gale just told me. Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not. I’m heartbroken and a mess. Abi, I was at work when he told me. I was crushed after we spoke, but I made him think everything was all okay.”

      “What are you going to do? The wedding is in two days, and all the guests will be here by tomorrow morning.”

      “I know,” she winced.

      “Are you… calling it off?” Abi asked with caution. To her, what had happened was a solid reason which anyone would understand, but, at the same time, she thought it would be sad. She didn’t understand why men had to be such jerks sometimes and ruin a good thing.

      “I wanted to. And… I panicked. Abi, I’ve just made the situation worse.”

      “By doing what?” She held her breath.

      “I got on a bus to Phoenix.”

      “What?” Abi couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

      “I know, it’s crazy.” She winced. Abi could hear the frustration in her voice. “After Gale spoke to me I was in shock, upset and so numb I couldn’t think straight. One minute I was in LA getting ready to finish up at work, then he called and my mind went blank. I knew I should have been heading over to San Francisco with my parents but I ended up at the bus station.”

      That was definite, understandable shock. “God, are you okay?” It was a stupid question, but Abi asked it anyway.

      “No Abi, it gets worse.”

      Oh, sweet Lord. Abi closed her eyes remembering how eccentric and spontaneous her friend could be. “How?”

      “I changed my mind after I cooled off and had time to think. I remembered how much I love Gale, and that the mistake was well in the past. I was going to head to San Francisco, but then I couldn’t find my bag. I swear, I had it with me the whole time. I remember having it when I got to the station in Phoenix. And I remember sitting in the waiting area, but then it was gone. I think it got stolen.” Margo shrieked.

      “Shit.” Abi brought her hand up to her mouth, completely startled by what she was hearing. “Did you report it?”

      “I did, but that’s the least of my worries. Everything was in there Abi. All my ID, my money, phone, everything. Abi, I’m stuck here and I can’t get to you.” Margo broke down again.

      Shit, this was complete crap. What a thing to happen.

      “I could send you some money. There must be a money transfer place there.”  Abi was trying to remember what the bus station in Phoenix looked like.

      “I won’t be able to get it without ID.”

      “Oh, yes, of course.” Abi closed her eyes, trying to think hard. “I’ll come and get you.” That seemed like the only viable thing to do.

      “Would you do that?”

      “Of course I will. I just have to work out my travel.” Her mind was already working on her route. She would get a flight to Phoenix and a cab to the bus station, pick Margo up, and they could be back by nightfall, or even earlier, depending on how quick she could get a flight.

      “Oh, God, Abi, you’re such a good friend.”

      “You know you can count on me.” They could always count on one another, no matter what. And Abi knew that, if the situation had been reversed, Margo would do the same for her.

      “I know. Abi, please don’t say anything to Gale. I don’t want him to feel worse. I know he feels guilty enough as it is. I don’t want him to think that I don’t love him enough to forgive him. Or, that I left him.” That was love. It really was. Again, Abi understood. It was a special thing when you found someone you could love like that.

      “I won’t tell him,” Abi promised. “He’s worried, though, Margo. I have to say something.”

      “Tell him I lost my phone and I’m a bit delayed at work, but I’ll be there as quick as I can.” That was a plausible excuse since Margo was an ER nurse and always needed to rush off to the hospital, work late shifts, and do whatever they needed her to do. She’d barely taken time off for the wedding by only taking the bare minimum needed for the wedding itself, and two weeks for their honeymoon. “If you see my parents, tell them the same. They’d freak out if they knew what happened to me.”

      “Okay, let me check my flight details. I’ll call back in a minute.”

      “Thanks so much.”

      Abi hung up and went straight to the travel app on her phone. She typed in flights to Phoenix but it came up with nothing for the whole day.

      “Dammit!” she cursed, stamping her foot down.

      “Going somewhere?” It was Scott, again.

      She turned to see him resting against the door frame. Abi wondered how long he’d been there. “Can I help you with something?”

      The corners of his sensual mouth lifted into a slow, easy smile. His eyes never leaving hers. “You can, but I don’t know if you’ll want to.” He had the audacity to give her that lascivious, purely sexual look he used to. And the smile to go with it.

      “I’m busy right now, and, no, I don’t think I can help you with anything.”

      He laughed, a deep hearty masculine laugh that filled her. “Are you sure?” There was that look again.

      “Yes, I’m quite sure.”

      “How long’s it been, Abi?”

      “Since what?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Since us. Six years?” His eyes brightened.

      “I’m sorry, I can barely remember.” She lied, raising her eyebrows.

      “It’s good to see you.” The cockiness in his smile echoed in his voice. He strode towards her and stopped paces away.

      “And you.” She only said that out of politeness, but, truthfully, she supposed it was good to see him.

      “You look good.” He looked her up and down slowly, taking his time to admire her legs, her waist, and her breasts. An unexpected flicker of heat rushed over her, and she was annoyed at the unwelcomed blush that crept into her cheeks.

      “I won’t tell you that you look good too so that your head can get bigger.” She met his eyes boldly and straightened up to gather her composure. Scott had the ability to know when he’d made an effect on someone, and she didn’t want him thinking he could do that with her.

      He answered her with a deep, hearty laugh that filled the space between them. “Still fiery, Babydoll.” She wished he wouldn’t call her that. She’d been smitten with the endearment when things were good with them. It was a happy time she wanted to forget because of how things ended. “You were talking to Margo – where is she?” he added.

      “Delayed.” She didn’t know what else she should say.

      He looked at her for a few seconds and straightened up. “Where are you flying to? Is Margo in trouble?”

      “Scott, everything is under control. Margo is delayed, and she will be with us tomorrow.” She answered turning away from him, deciding to ignore him again.

      Abi walked through to the other corridor, in order to avoid Gale, and dialed the number for the airport. She thought she’d book direct. An operator came on within seconds of her holding.

      “Hi, there, I’d like to book a flight to Phoenix from San Francisco. I can’t seem to book online. Can I book through you?” Abi asked.

      “I’m so sorry, ma’am. All flights are grounded across the state. There’s been a bomb scare and the police are investigating. We’re advising people to find other means of travel or wait until one we have the all clear.”

      That was crazy and scary. “A bomb scare! You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m so sorry. All airports across California are practically closed. You’re welcome to call back and check later if you’d like, but your best bet is either finding other means of travel or booking a flight on another day.”

      Shit. That meant flying was out. “Okay. Thank you.” Abi hung up and rested against the corridor wall, wondering what to do.

      Her phone rang again. It was the same unrecognized number as before.

      “Margo.” Abi said into the phone. She wasn’t sure what to tell her because it was looking like either she couldn’t go and get her or she’d have to drive there somehow.

      “Abi, I’m sorry to call back so soon and pester but I just wanted to see what’s happening. There are some really creepy guys here.”

      “There are no flights to Phoenix. There’s a bomb scare.”

      “Oh my God. Oh, Abi, I don’t know what to do.” She started to cry again.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll figure something out. It may take longer than we planned, but I promise I’ll come and get you.” She could only imagine how Margo must be feeling.

      “Abi, thank you so much,” Margo gushed. “I’m sorry to put this burden on you. I wish I’d just gone to the hotel as planned with my parents. I could have had my meltdown there.”

      “Don’t worry. Just try and keep safe. Do you have enough change to call me?”

      “Maybe for another three calls.”

      “Okay, try to get cozy somewhere near the phone. I’ll call you as often as I can. Just don’t worry.”

      “Thanks, Abi.”

      Abi placed the phone back inside her pocket when she hung up. She made a move to go back the way she’d come but, once again, found herself staring up into Scott’s eyes. Curiosity lit them up.

      She almost collided with him, but he caught her, steadying her with his grip on her shoulders. “So it looks like my sister is stuck in Phoenix. The question is why?” he smiled down at her.

      She shuffled out of his grasp and gazed at him, thinking about what to say. He’d clearly been listening. “I’m going to get her.” She tried to move past him but he stopped her by placing his hand on her waist and pulling her back towards him.

      “Not so fast. How are you going to get her? Are you driving?”

      “Scott, I’m sure I can find some way of getting to her. I’ll rent a car.” She stepped out of his grasp once more.

      “Or you could come with me.” His smile widened.

      “Why’d I do that when I could rent a car or, heck, get a bus?” She narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Margo is my sister, I know she’s stranded at the bus station in Phoenix and there’s no flights because of a bomb threat. Of course I’ll be going to get my sister, and I’ll get there much quicker than you. So, Abi, if you want to come with me, the offer is there.” He turned his smile up a notch and gave her that cheeky look again.

      She bit the inside of her lip wanting to curse him but held back realizing he was right. By the time she organized a rental car, he’d be well on his way, and she’d just be in tow, going to Phoenix for nothing.

      She watched him as he turned and walked away, and Abi tried to contemplate all this. She supposed she could have let him go and get Margo, but Margo hadn’t called him. She’d called Abi.

      Not only that, but now she was worried for her friend and wanted to be sure that she was okay. The journey from here to Phoenix was an exceptionally long one by car. Could she survive that many hours with Scott? Especially if she was trying to avoid him.

      “You coming?” he called back looking over his shoulder.

      She groaned inwardly, hating this idea, but, right now, it seemed like the best way to get to Margo. It would be a long, and most likely terrible, journey, but she supposed she could bite the bullet and travel with her ex for her best friend.

      Releasing a sigh of frustration, she followed him.
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        Chapter 1

      

      Wow.

      Trina was in complete awe at the surrounding landscape. Hawaii was just as beautiful as she'd been told, and seeing it for herself and experiencing it was truly, truly amazing.

      She’d checked into the renowned Orchid Hotel with her three best friends six hours ago, and did nothing but run around with excitement as they checked out the beauty of all that lay before them.

      The hotel itself was impressive enough with its contemporary decor and multicolor schemes within the spacious suites which had access to ocean-view terraces. But, Trina was more in love with what she saw outside.

      She loved the luscious green acres of land adorned with fan palm trees that overlooked the magnificent turquoise Pacific Ocean. She loved the fresh, languid air she breathed into her lungs, and she loved the clear sky that stretched into the heavens now speckled with twinkling stars.

      They were seated around a grand table, preparing to have what she knew would be a glorious dinner at the hotel's rooftop restaurant. It was all so perfect.

      "I don't know what to eat." Lizzie laughed shaking her full head of dark curls which came alive at the movement. She brought her hand to her cheek and sighed as she looked over the menu. "Would it be a bad thing to order everything?"

      "I shouldn't eat at all," Mandy stated frowning as she looked down at her already bulging stomach. "Look at me."

      Jennifer laughed but covered her mouth quickly when Mandy shot her a crude stare.

      "Hey, you drew my attention. Don't hate me because ..." Jennifer stopped herself, realizing that whatever she was going to say would be worse than the laugh.

      Trina pursed her lips together to hold back a laugh of her own.

      "Not fat?" Mandy filled in with a grimace. Her blue eyes wide with anticipation. "Like me?"

      "You are not fat," Lizzie offered.

      Trina didn't know how Lizzie could look at Mandy and lie like that. Mandy was one of those yo-yo dieters who couldn't help themselves around food. Especially when it came to those diets that restricted certain food groups.

      Trina tried to tell her many times that it was a bad idea to go on a month-long juice fast in an attempt to shed fifteen pounds before coming here, but would she listen? Nope. And she didn't listen to her advice about the other diets that had failed either. Mandy would start with the best intention, but give up two days in, and end the diet with a pizza and burger binge that would pile on the pounds again. This was what happened to the recent attempt, and instead of losing fifteen pounds, she'd gained an extra ten.

      Trina was a surgeon, an actual doctor. Over the years she'd tried to give Mandy advice on how to lose weight effectively, the healthy way. But, she’d never, ever listened to her. Right from their days at Stanford when they all met. Eleven years later it was the exact same.

      Mandy said a surgeon couldn't possibly know the same as whichever nutritionist she'd chosen to compare Trina to. She also said that she couldn't know what diet worked because Trina had never needed to diet herself.

      That wasn't entirely true, as Trina stuck to a healthy diet and did her exercise by jogging. She found that by doing that she could pretty much eat whatever she wanted and still maintain a great shape. It was the way her father brought her up. He hated diets and always maintained that it was the devil's curse to womankind. He thought this belief that they had to be on a diet to look a certain way was evil. She'd grown up on their farm in Iowa where there was always food in abundance, but it was wholesome food that was good for you.

      "I'm not going to fit into my dress," Mandy lamented.

      Trina cleared her throat drawing their attention to her. "From the looks of this menu none of us will, but the only person who has to worry about their dress fitting is Jennifer." Trina smiled at Jennifer whose cheeks flushed, and eyes sparkled with delight. "Everyone will be too focused on the beautiful bride to give a damn about the bridesmaids."

      They were here for Jennifer and Neil's wedding. Aside from Hawaii being the perfect summer getaway, it couldn't have been more perfect for a wedding. Especially for two people who were so deeply in love.

      "They certainly will." Lizzie smiled wide raising a glass of champagne.

      Trina and Mandy raised their glasses too.

      "Thanks girls, and thank you for being here. All of you." Jennifer looked at each of them and joined in the toast.

      "Of course we'd be here." Mandy brightened.

      Trina nodded in agreement to that. One thing she and Mandy could agree on was the value of their friendship. She knew that no matter where in the world they all were they'd be here to support Jennifer on her big day. Trina saw Jennifer all the time as they both lived in Chicago. However, Lizzie lived in Miami with her husband and two kids, and Mandy moved to LA at the beginning of last year to start her own advertising business.

      They all had incredibly busy lives, but they wouldn't be anywhere besides right here.

      Jennifer and Neil got together back in college, so they all knew him, and knew that he literally worshiped the ground she walked on. He treated her like a queen, and there was no question in the depth of his love for her.

      Trina could only dream of having someone like that.

      Or, not.

      It was fine. She accepted a long time ago that some people were lucky to find love. Others, like herself, weren't. She thought she had love once, but was severely mistaken.

      That was just how life worked sometimes. Sometimes things didn’t go as you expected. It had taken her awhile to accept that, but she had. And, she was fine with it.

      She dated when she could, but with her busy schedule at the hospital, there was no way she had time for a relationship.

      She'd been working solidly without a break for the last eight months. She was so overworked that her boss, Alicia, gave her a four-week break instead of the three she requested for the wedding. Alicia also forbid her to return any sooner.

      Trina didn't know what on earth she was going to do with herself with all that time on her hands, but she figured she could definitely enjoy herself in Hawaii.

      "Okay sweepstakes time," Lizzie declared resting her glass on the table. She got out her pocket book from her purse, and so did Jennifer.

      Mandy and Trina exchanged withered stares. The sweepstakes was an old running idea of theirs from their college days. They were always betting on the most ridiculous things and losing money in the process. Trina had never won a bet.

      "I'm out." Mandy shook her head. She grabbed the menu again.

      "No, you wet blanket. We're all in." Jennifer scolded twirling her fingers around the ends of her blonde ponytail.

      "Last time you guys bet that I'd gain five pounds before Christmas," Mandy retorted.

      This time Trina couldn't hold back on the laughter that escaped her lips. She remembered that bet all too well. It was last Christmas, and Mandy did indeed gain five pounds, plus five.

      "It's not funny," Mandy chided.

      "I'm sorry," Trina said clutching her hand to her chest to still her laughter.

      "This time we have a better idea. It's a wedding. We’re going in big," Lizzie stated.

      "Okay let's hear it," Trina said resting her arms before her on the table.

      "We," Lizzie motioned at Jennifer then back to herself. "We bet that one of you hooks up with someone while we're here."

      Oh Lord. Trina rolled her eyes. See this was what she meant about ridiculous.

      "No. That's not fair." Mandy huffed shaking her blonde curly hair. "And why is it Trina and I?"

      "Because you guys are single. Come on it's fun." Lizzie giggled.

      "So we're targets?"
      "Yup." Jennifer giggled.

      "I'm telling you now I'm not hooking up with anyone," Trina assured her. She didn't do hookups anymore. That was something she left in her mid-twenties. She turned thirty last month, and she'd decided that life was going to be more focused.

      It had to be if she wanted to have her own team at the hospital. She'd done well under Alicia's team, and it was the next logical step for her to have her own. The opportunity would come around in November, so she had five months to prepare. Hookups didn't come with the image she had for herself.

      "Why not?" Jennifer asked inclining her head to the side.

      "Because they're never a good idea. The standard date is bad enough," Trina shot back.

      "Trina you've just had a bad spell this year," Jennifer tried to assure her.

      "What happened now?" Lizzie asked with interest.

      "I don't want to talk about that again." Trina bit the inside of her lips. She didn't know what the hell was going on, but lately, she seemed to be attracting the weirdest guys. Seriously weird.

      "Oh, come on you have to tell us. We don't see you as much as Jennifer." Mandy smiled and nodded.

      "Tell them about Captain Chicken Feet," Jennifer laughed.

      "Captain Chicken Feet? Are you serious?" Lizzie leaned forward onto the table, her brown eyes boring into her now with interest.

      "He was the worst this year," Trina sighed with annoyance and irritation. That guy was a joke.

      "Yes, he was," Jennifer nodded giggling.

      "I was told his name was Gus by the friend that set us up," Trina began. It was Gertrude at the hospital. She meant well but conveniently forgot to tell her that she'd picked Gus, Captain Chicken Feet, from a free dating site. "I got the complete shock of my life when this guy turned up for our date dressed as a pirate and introduced himself as Captain Chicken Feet."

      They all erupted with fits of deep laughter.

      "When you say dressed as a pirate, what do you mean?" Lizzie asked.

      "I mean, complete Pirates of the Caribbean Jack Sparrow wannabe, with the hat and feathers, eyeliner, gold teeth, full on leather and frills but with his own flair of a necklace which had a massive chicken foot hanging from it." By now they were laughing so much they were in tears. Even Jennifer, who already knew the story.

      "A friend did that to you?" Mandy asked when she could breathe again.

      "She's an acquaintance now." Trina huffed. She hadn't really spoken to Gertrude since.

      "Please tell me you left when you saw him," Lizzie stated with widened eyes.

      "From the minute he said oww aarrrrrrghhhh las." She tried her best to do a good impression, remembering how he seemed to put his back into it as he spoke.

      More laughter erupted. It was indeed hilarious, but on a serious note, Trina definitely seemed to be attracting the wrong kind of guy. Captain Chicken Feet was a complete blind date, but in general, she never seemed to happen upon anyone who would be remotely good for her. And, they seemed to get worse each year.

      Trina tossed her brown locks over her shoulder and rested her hands on the smooth silk of her beige skirt.

      "Let's do the bets before the guys get here," Jennifer smiled. Neil and his groomsmen were meeting them for dinner. It was the chance for everyone to meet properly. "Neil's best man is single and a complete hottie," Jennifer giggled.

      "Hottie?" Trina asked with narrowed eyes. "Can you even say that anymore?"

      "Yes, because my Neil knows I think he's the hottest of them all. Anyway, I've known his friend for years, and I always thought he'd be nice for one of you two. I don't know the other guys that well but this guy has the full package."

      Trina rolled her eyes. "Mandy can have him. I bet twenty she'll be the wedding hook up."

      "Me?" Mandy pointed to herself. "I bet thirty it's you."

      "Okay. I'll go with Mandy,” Lizzie said. “And Jennifer, you can have Trina,"

      "I'm going in big for a hundred," Jennifer jumped in.

      Trina shook her head. Jennifer always went in big. It was sad that this time she would lose a hundred bucks. That was a decent pair of shoes or a nice top in Nordstrom. It was so silly to waste so much on a bet.

      "Oh you would wouldn't you," Lizzie grumbled. "I bet one fifty on Mandy then."

      "Oh look. They're here, and there he is." Jennifer beamed. They looked across the restaurant, over the crowded tables to the entrance where more people were coming in to start their evening.

      Trina saw Neil first. He'd had his black hair cut into a neat style that allowed him to keep his locks. Dressed in a white cotton button down shirt and dark trousers he looked elegant and carried his tall, muscular stature with grace. Trina thought he moved as if he were floating towards them.

      No, Neil wasn’t floating towards them.

      He floated towards Jennifer and had the look of love all over him. Jennifer smiled at him and blew a kiss which he made a show of catching and placing on his heart. Mandy and Lizzie both awed and cooed at the action. To Neil’s left were two dark haired guys that Trina didn't recognize.  She guessed they must have been from work.

      "It's him, the guy coming up behind Neil now. The really tall, gorgeous blonde one with all the muscles." Jennifer giggled. "There." She pointed.

      Trina followed Jennifer's gaze and looked behind Neil. When her eyes landed on the man Jennifer was referring to, her whole body froze.

      Completely froze. She was sure her heart had stopped too because she couldn't feel it anymore. Trina drew in a sharp breath and choked back a cry as spasms of shock erupted within her.

      She felt faint and feverish both at the same time as she continued to look at him in an attempt to work out if her mind was playing tricks on her. Prolonging her stare confirmed it was not.

      She'd recognize him anywhere.

      Yes, he was tall - six feet four to be exact - and still gorgeous with his Hollywood good looks, muscular physique and shiny blonde hair. But this guy was deadly.

      He had the ability to crush your heart and kill everything inside you that had meaning.

      Trina had first-hand knowledge of that experience and while she might not have seen him in well over ten years she remembered exactly what it felt like. She recalled in full details the last time she saw him – Brad Henderson – and her blood boiled at the memory.

      The shocking truth that Brad was in Hawaii too slammed into her full force, and it became too much for her soul to bear.

      Neil said something that made Brad look ahead and that was when he saw Trina too. She watched him stop so abruptly in his tracks that the person behind him bumped into him. Then he stood there and watched her. The shadow of alarm washing over his face.

      "Trina, are you okay?" Mandy asked.

      Trina opened her mouth to answer, but no words came out. She looked at Mandy, who could now see something was definitely wrong with her.
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