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      Meet the Blackthorne men, each one as hot, fast, and as smooth as the whisky that built the family fortune, and the yachts and race cars that bear their name. From proud Scottish stock, Blackthornes never lose. But, one by one, the seven sexy men in this family are about to risk everything when they fall for strong and beautiful women who test their mettle in life…and love.

      Logan – Book Six

      It’s not easy being the youngest Blackthorne, and Logan has never shied away from a challenge. No matter what everyone thinks. Coming home to Maine finds him dealing with not only family surprises, but the shock of finding the caretaker’s daughter all grown up.

      Piper’s dream is to design her own games, not play them. And Logan Blackthorne is the ultimate player. It’s one thing to hang out with Logan as a friend, but he’s far too charming for his own good.

      Logan promises hours of pleasure, but should she settle for less than happily ever after?
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      It doesn’t matter if you win or lose; it’s how you play the game…

      And right now, Logan Blackthorne was playing to win.

      Granted, he was only competing against himself–and he wasn’t really playing anything–but that didn’t mean he couldn’t still come out on top, right?

      Arms pumping, legs burning, he kicked up the incline and speed on the treadmill and powered on, determined to beat his personal best in speed. Once he hit his stride, he focused on the view out the wall of windows in front of him.

      Boston Harbor.

      Yeah, the view was pretty spectacular and it was one he never grew tired of. Give him a place to live on the water–any body of water–and he was happy. Luckily, he could afford the luxury. If he had planned better, he would have opened the sliding glass doors before starting his run so he could have the full sensory experience.

      “Another time,” he murmured, checking his distance. His normal brisk pace had him clocking in with an eight-minute mile, but today he felt the urge to push beyond that. Why? Because that had been his time for the last several months and he loved pushing himself. Besides, he was getting ready to hit the road later today. Since he’d be living up in Maine for the next three weeks, he would have to get out and jog the old-fashioned way.

      Chuckling softly, Logan put his focus on a boat out on the harbor and willed himself to go faster, run harder. His heart rate kicked up a notch and he felt a slight stitch in his side, but he knew if he could keep this pace for another minute, he’d beat his personal best. Refusing to look at the digital display, he pushed onward.

      Okay…one glance.

      Forty-five seconds to go.

      Rather than focusing on how time seemed to be standing still, he decided to go over his list of things he needed to do today.

      After his run, he planned on having something to eat and then grabbing a shower. After that, he had to finish packing. It wasn’t like he really needed to bring anything with him–after all, his place up in King Harbor, Maine, was his second home and had everything he needed. Still, there were a few items he wanted to pack along with his tablet and miscellaneous chargers. Basically, he was packing an overnight bag, but whatever.

      Once that was all done, he would make sure everything was put away and the refrigerator emptied of anything perishable. While it wasn’t likely he’d be back here in the next few weeks, if he happened to drive home, he’d shop for fresh groceries then.

      Thirty seconds to go.

      “Oh, come on!” he huffed.

      After he locked the place up, he was going to meet his cousin Brock for lunch. There were a lot of Blackthorne men in the family, but he and Brock were the closest in age and more like brothers than cousins. If he hadn’t been on a bit of a time crunch, Logan would have suggested they go for a game of golf or maybe shoot some hoops before lunch.

      “Another time.”

      Fifteen seconds.

      Okay, it was go time, he thought and pushed everything out of his mind except finishing strong. His lungs burned and sweat was pouring off of him, but it was all going to be worth it.

      Ten.

      It was going to be close…just a little more speed and…

      Five!

      It was like time wasn’t even trying to move…

      Do it, do it, do it, do it!

      Closing his eyes, Logan counted down. Four, three, two, one…and…the timer beeped. Opening his eyes, he looked down and saw he had beaten his time by two tenths of a second. “I’ll take it!” he cried, cranking everything down and giving himself a few minutes to cool down before stepping off. Grabbing his towel off the front of the machine, he wiped his face and made his way toward the kitchen. Within minutes he had a smoothie made and was taking a long swallow of it.

      Wishing it was something a little more palatable–like bacon and eggs–he took his glass out onto the balcony of his luxury condo and breathed in the cool morning air. He couldn’t wait to get up to Maine because the temperatures would be even cooler and he definitely enjoyed a little brisk air to wake him up.

      He also enjoyed having a curvy female beside him in bed to wake him up, but he’d take what he could get.

      Was he going to miss this view? This place? Sure. But King Harbor was a second home to all the Blackthornes for as far back as the family had settled in America after coming here from Scotland. Hell, it had been a second home for him for his entire life and there was something comforting about being able to go spend time there whenever he could. He’d spent a good portion of his summer there already, but still, there was never a bad time to go back.

      This particular trip was an annual thing for him. Out of all the businesses under the Blackthorne name, Logan had taken more than a casual interest in the Blackthorne Distillery–more specifically The Whisky Vault, which was a bar on the premises. He couldn’t explain why that particular venture appealed to him the way it did, but he took over running it and found he had a good sense about what to do and how to appeal to customers.

      The Vault–which is really what it had come to be called–started out as a tasting room for visitors to the distillery and morphed into a full-on bar. Last year, they added a small restaurant to it that served superior pub fare. It was a far cry from the rest of the Blackthorne empire, but he enjoyed it.

      Actually, there was a lot within the Blackthorne empire he enjoyed–ones he could easily fit into–but as easy as all the positions came to him, none felt like they were the right fit. That was a fact that didn’t really bother him, but seemed to be increasingly irritating to his father.

      Groaning, he finished his smoothie and walked back inside, closing the sliding doors behind him. Washing out his glass, he placed it down to dry before heading to take his shower as his most recent conversation with his father playing in his mind.

      “You can’t keep flitting around, Logan,” Graham Blackthorne stated in all his intimidating glory. “You need to take pride in what your ancestors created and do what you’re supposed to do!”

      Not that Logan was easily intimidated. They’d had this conversation for years and for the life of him, he had no idea why it bothered his father so much. It wasn’t as if Logan was living off the family money and not contributing anything. He traveled around quite a bit, helping his brothers and cousins wherever he was needed. If anything, he was a jack of all trades within Blackthorne Enterprises and knew he would be an asset to any division he decided to settle on.

      The problem was, he didn’t want to settle.

      He wanted to run it all.

      Not that he was going to tell anyone. They’d all laugh at him, for sure. After all, there was no way the baby of the family–and that included his brothers and cousins–was going to take the helm of Blackthorne. His brother Trey was the one who was essentially going to take it all over once their father retired. It was pretty much guaranteed. He’d been groomed for it his entire life, so who was Logan to mess with things?

      Still…it would certainly help get his father off his back if he could figure out what he wanted to do.

      For now, he was heading up to Maine to run the Vault for a few weeks while the manager was away on vacation. It was something Logan always did and he looked forward to it. There was no need to wear a suit or sit in meetings. He could be casual and think of ways to tweak the menus in both the bar and the restaurant. It was part of his creative side that he really enjoyed and for a few weeks, he could embrace it.

      Once he was through in the shower, he went about the rest of his tasks to prepare for leaving town. It was still too early to meet up with Brock for lunch, so he took some time to read the paper and called Charles to confirm their meeting for tomorrow morning. It wasn’t like there was a lot for him to know while covering at the Vault for the next several weeks, but he liked to be caught up on anything going on, including any staffing issues or concerns with suppliers. The last thing he wanted was to look foolish or like he was just a glorified figurehead playing manager. So, he and Charles would sit down tomorrow morning for a couple of hours and go over everything with a fine-tooth comb so his time there would be seamless.

      Not that he expected anything wild to happen. Other than the drama his own family provided for King Harbor, not much else happened. And it certainly didn’t happen at the Vault.
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        * * *

      

      “C’mon, Piper. You need to do this!”

      “Yeah, Piper! There’s no way we could do this without you! Your contribution to the project is the only reason we’re ready to try!”

      Relaxing slightly in her gaming chair and studying the TV screen in front of her, Piper Stewart only half-listened to her two friends as they tried to convince her to take a chance on their new company and move to Seattle with them. And while it did sound exciting–and exactly what she had hoped to do with herself since graduating from college–she was more than a little hesitant to go with a new startup company, especially one located on the other side of the country.

      “Guys,” she began, “I told you I’d think about it.” With that, she continued to play the game on the screen. And not just any game.

      Her game.

      Yeah, the game she worked on for years, Grove of the Eternal, was finally finished and after many rounds of beta testing, it was in high demand by some of the big gaming companies. It was a dream come true and yet…not.

      The offers were mediocre and the potential for positions offered within the companies were entry-level. Barely. Hell, it was only a small step above an internship and she would have to sign away her rights to the game.

      Disappointing didn’t even begin to describe it.

      So when Michael Jacobs and Eric Hammond–two of her best friends–offered her the chance to be their top game designer plus a partner in the company, she should have jumped at it.

      And yet…she couldn’t.

      Not yet.

      Tomorrow she would be back in King Harbor and she’d talk to her father about it. He was the smartest man she knew–he wasn’t exactly book-smart, but he had a way of talking her through things so she always felt confident in her decisions.

      And boy could she use some confidence right now.

      The last thing she wanted to do was miss a good opportunity. The deal with Michael and Eric had a lot of promise and potential. The downside was that she’d known these guys for the last eight years–they’d been through college together for their bachelor’s and master’s degrees–and she knew they had the drive and ambition to make their company work. But she also knew that neither had a lot of experience with business matters and she feared it would be their downfall.

      Something she’d shared with them and they laughed off.

      Sort of.

      Piper didn’t see the humor in it and had voiced her frustration at their reaction.

      And was met with more laughter.

      Yeah, this was why she wasn’t jumping at the opportunity. For as much as she loved these guys, they still had a bit of a frat-boy mentality and she didn’t want to crash and burn with them.

      Sad but true.

      “Are you really heading home tonight?” Michael asked, reaching for his bottle of water. His blond hair was askew as usual and he was dressed like he just rolled out of bed–yesterday’s wrinkled clothes and all.

      Nodding, she kept her eyes on the TV screen while working the controller. “My flight’s at five.”

      “Look, Piper,” Eric chimed in, “we’re really not trying to be pushy. We just know the three of us make a kickass team. We’ve been doing this since our freshman year. There’s no way we can accomplish what we want without you.”

      Sighing wearily, she paused the game and turned to face them both and almost laughed at their eager little faces. “Guys, I’ve already told you my biggest concern and you’re not even pretending to take it seriously.”

      Two blank faces stared back at her.

      Ugh…

      “If you’re serious about this, then you have to prove it. Bring on someone with a business degree! This can’t just be the two of you running the show because it won’t work and I’m not signing on for a train wreck. I’m sorry.” She hated to sound so bitchy, but…they weren’t giving her a choice.

      “So you’re saying if we bring on someone with a background in business,” Michael said, “you’ll sign on?”

      Leave it to him to oversimplify.

      “I’ll think about it,” she replied carefully. “And it can’t be someone fresh out of college. You need to interview for someone with some experience in the gaming industry. If you’re going to do this, do it right. Please!”

      Now they were back to looking hopeful and she couldn’t help but smile at them.

      “This isn’t going to be easy. You know that, right?” she asked, and they nodded. “It’s going to take a lot of hard work and long hours and sacrifices. You’re both going to have to be active participants in the day-to-day operations. Are you aware of that?”

      Eric stood and took the controller from her hands. “I know you think we’re both a couple of morons…”

      “I didn’t say that…”

      “You didn’t have to,” Michael interrupted. “We have a solid business plan and we’re looking for investors. Actually, we’re heading out to Seattle on Friday to meet with some people. Give us a week to see what we can do and then we’ll talk about it again, okay?”

      “Fine. We’ll talk about it when you get back,” she agreed.

      “Awesome!” Eric said excitedly, tossing the controller aside. “So what are you going to be doing back in King Harbor? Is there anything to even do there?”

      They’d had this conversation dozens of times over the years and no matter how much she talked about loving her hometown, no one seemed to understand.

      “I’m going to spend some time with my dad and try to find a job,” she explained. “Hopefully I’ll find something right away so I’m not a drain on him.”

      “Or you can just sign on with us right now and not have to worry,” Michael said with a wink.

      “We’ve been over this…”

      “I was just kidding. Sheesh.”

      She didn’t even remotely believe him.

      “Anyway, I plan on enjoying the time with my dad and catching up with some old friends and…I don’t know…I’m just happy not having any assignments to work on. As much as I loved school, I am so ready for a break.”

      “What kind of job are you going to get up there? Working in the mall or something?”

      “What am I, sixteen?” she asked, unable to hide her sarcasm. “King Harbor isn’t a big city, but there are plenty of jobs for someone my age that don’t involve working the food court.”

      It was only partially true, but no need to go there with them right now.

      The truth of the matter was that she had no idea where to begin to look for a job. She’d been scanning the classified ads for a few weeks and she didn’t find much. There was always the possibility of going to work at The Whisky Vault–it was easy work and mostly nights so she could spend her days looking for a real job. It certainly wasn’t her dream job but…considering her dream job wasn’t looking so dreamy right now said something about her current frame of mind.

      So maybe waiting tables wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for her. Maybe a mindless job was exactly what she needed until she figured the rest of her life out.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m hitting the road after lunch for King Harbor,” Logan said as he took a seat opposite his cousin at their favorite steakhouse. “Anything I need to brace myself for?”

      “With the way things have been going this summer, I’d say you’d be smart to brace yourself for pretty much anything.”

      Groaning, Logan reached for the glass of water the waitress had just poured and took a long drink. “We’ve never been a boring family, but I’m ready for things to settle down. Between the situation with my mother and her refusal to come home and all you guys suddenly meeting women and looking to settle down, I’m feeling more than a little twitchy.”

      A low laugh was Brock’s only response before they gave their lunch order. They never even looked at the menu anymore. The chef knew them and would prepare whatever they requested. Once that was settled, they both relaxed a bit in their seats.

      “So have you talked to your mother?” Brock asked.

      He shrugged. “We’ve texted a bit back and forth, but nothing substantial. It’s not like we used to talk every day before she left, but this is a little unnerving for her to be gone for this long and not want to actually talk on the phone.”

      “Have you tried calling rather than texting?”

      He gave his cousin a bland look. “Of course I have.”

      Brock returned the look.

      “Okay, only once, but still…I don’t know. I feel like maybe we should all be pushing her a little more to come home. At the same time, though, I’m afraid to push too much.”

      “I get it. This whole thing is new territory for all of us. And Aunt Claire’s really been an anchor for all of us. I didn’t think she’d stay away this long.”

      “None of us did. I’m telling you, something’s got to give. Soon.” He paused and took another sip of his water before placing his glass down. Letting out a long breath, he asked, “So what’s going on with you? How’s Jenna?”

      "She's amazing," Brock said, his eyes sparking at the mention of her name. "She's moving from her apartment in New York to Boston to work on a book about Alistair and Meredith Blackthorne." 

      "So, she's really doing it? And Jason's buying movie rights?"

      Brock nodded. "And we're buying the old Salmon Falls Distillery up in Maine to refurbish and fire up the old stills."

      Logan's eyes widened. "Really? That is so cool. Then you two are good, I guess."

      Brock just laughed. "Way past good, bro. Plan on a wedding next year."

      “Wow! That’s amazing! Congratulations!”

      “Thanks!”

      Smiling, he asked, “You want to know something weird?”

      Brock nodded.

      “I never really thought about what it would be like once we were all grown up and getting married and having kids. Remember how we used to talk about the estate becoming like one big bachelor pad?”

      “That was the summer you turned fifteen and I was sixteen,” Brock replied, laughing. “We were going to turn Nana’s cottage into a bar and the rest of the house was going to be filled with partying and girls in bikinis.”

      Grinning at the memory, he asked, “You think I can still make that work?”

      “So now the entire place would be a bachelor pad just for you? What about the rest of us?”

      “Please. You’re all so happy being in committed relationships, you don’t need the estate.”

      “You may have to compete with Trey.”

      He laughed so hard he almost choked. “Right. Trey’s in a committed relationship with Blackthorne Enterprises. He wouldn’t even notice if I transformed the estate into a hedonistic playground.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a strong work ethic,” Brock countered, his tone going mildly serious. “Just because you’re too busy wandering around to figure out what you want to be when you grow up, doesn’t mean the rest of us have it wrong.”

      And the thing was, Brock wasn’t putting him down or accusing him of anything. They’d had this conversation often enough that he wasn’t offended. “Not all who wander are lost,” he replied simply. “I’m still weighing my options.”

      “Eventually you’re going to have to make a decision, Logan. You’re good at so many things. I don’t see why you’re having such a hard time with this.”

      How could he explain it when he didn’t quite get it himself?

      “Nothing’s felt right yet. When I know, you’ll know.”

      Shaking his head, Brock took a sip of his own drink. “The Vault seems to be a good fit for you. Have you thought about just working with that?”

      “Oh, right. While you’re all handling major divisions and corporations, I should serve drinks for a living. My father would lose his mind!”  He paused. “Don’t get me wrong; I love working there and doing the expansion with the restaurant was great, but…I don’t know…it’s not like I want that for a career.”

      “Then why are you even going there now to cover for Charles? It’s not like you have to. There are plenty of people who can cover for him–other managers. If you think it’s beneath you…”

      “I didn’t say it was beneath me…”

      “You kind of did.”

      Rolling his eyes, he said, “I enjoy working there. I love the atmosphere, the people, and it’s a nice change from being in a suit or in board meetings.” He shrugged. “It’s just not someplace I want to settle down and put my name on the door. I’d be bored in a heartbeat.”

      “Maybe. It still seems odd how you’d choose to go fill in for the manager. You can pay someone to do it and still go hang out if that’s what you wanted. No need to serve drinks if you’re not into it.”

      “But I am into it. On the short-term, that’s all. For a few weeks, I get to hang out with the locals and see what’s working or not working and see if there are ways to improve. I like being hands-on with it.”

      “You just spent a large portion of your summer up there. Didn’t you get enough of the locals then?”

      Another shrug. “The whole family was there and taking up a lot of my time. Between trying to figure out what secret my mother was referring to and the fallout of her leaving, I didn’t particularly enjoy all my time there.”

      “And you think you will now?”

      “Oh, I know I will. I’m not staying at the estate, so I’ll have some privacy and I’m going to do my best to put the drama-filled summer behind me.”

      With a laugh, Brock lifted his glass again. “Yeah. Good luck with that.”
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      “Thanks for coming in on such short notice, Piper.”

      With a smile, she tied her apron around her waist and smiled at Charles, the manager of The Whisky Vault. This wasn’t the job she particularly wanted, but there was an opening and it gave her an immediate income while she tried to get her shit together.

      Having lived in King Harbor her entire life, Piper always knew she could come home and find a job within the Blackthorne Distillery–and with the Vault particularly. She loved this place. With paneled wood walls, parquet floors, colorful rugs, and an extensive display of liquor, it was sophisticated but also warm and comfortable. Plus, because it was popular with the locals as well as the tourists, she was always able to find a friendly face to talk with. She’d worked a few summers here during her first two years of college and apparently, Charles and the crew would always have a spot for her.

      Thank God.

      With a quiet sigh, she stepped behind the bar and caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored wall. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail and her crisp, white blouse and black trousers gave her a professional appearance–the kind that was expected by the Vault’s clientele. Not that she minded–it certainly beat waiting tables down at one of the bars in town. At least no one was trying to grab her ass when she walked by at the Vault.

      It was early–barely dinnertime–and as she walked around and familiarized herself with the layout after a few years away, she couldn’t help but smile. And when she looked up, old Charles was smiling at her.

      “What?” she asked softly. “What put that smile on your face?”

      “Oh, Piper, I’ve known you since you were a little girl and I can remember the first time your father brought you in here. You were all wide eyes and gangly limbs. And now look at you! You’re a young woman who should be ready to take on the world.”

      Yeah, that’s what she had thought too. And yet…

      “We weren’t expecting you to be back. Well, I know I wasn’t. When I heard you had graduated with honors from that fancy school…”

      She let out a low chuckle. “Well, I don’t know if I could call it fancy. Lynchburg, Virginia, wasn’t really living the high life, if you know what I mean.”

      He waved her off. “Oh, nonsense. We’re all proud of you, Piper. Your father was just about bursting with pride when he came home from your graduation. When I heard you didn’t come home with him, I just thought you were moving on to bigger and better things.”

      Now it was her turn to wave him off. “Well, I’m still looking at some offers, but…I don’t know. Nothing’s really appealed to me yet. Most of the offers would put me too far away from my dad and I don’t know if I could handle it.”

      “And where are those offers?”

      She let out a long breath. “West Coast.”

      His eyes went wide. “Does your father know?”

      She nodded. “It’s one of the reasons I decided to come home for a while. I’m hoping he can help me figure it all out. He doesn’t seem to think it’s such a big deal, but I can’t wrap my brain around it. I mean, the weather and all is fairly similar to here in Maine, but to have Dad so far away will be rough.”

      “Virginia wasn’t particularly close…”

      “No, but at least we were still on the same coast.”

      He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before turning to greet a customer. Within minutes, Piper was making her way around the room taking orders and chatting with a lot of familiar faces. The time flew by and it seemed like she was telling the same story she’d just told Charles over and over again–by request, not of her own doing. It was nice to get reacquainted with the people she’d grown up around, the people she’d been missing. It made it feel a little less like work and more like a night out with friends.

      Friends who she happened to serve drinks to.

      There was a flurry of activity by the door and as she glanced over her shoulder toward Charles, she saw him pale slightly. Excusing herself from the table of guests she was chatting with, she walked back to the bar. “Everything okay?”

      “Just a little unexpected party of twenty,” he said as he reached for his phone. Piper figured he was calling to find a few more servers to come in on short notice, but she had to wonder who else would be available. They didn’t have a long list of standby staff and almost everyone was already here, so…

      “Should we put them in the private dining room?” she asked.

      The Whisky Vault was part of the Blackthorne Distillery and was originally just a whisky bar. A couple of years ago, they expanded to include a restaurant to seat fifty, plus a small private dining room, and a game room in the back that was primarily used by the Blackthorne family. Piper was fine with serving drinks but managed to steer clear of serving food. Her coordination wasn’t that great and she knew her limitations.

      “I’ll let Sharon get them seated in there,” he replied easily. “And we’ll have to wait and see if they’re here for dinner or just drinks.”

      “Sounds good.” She went back to checking on her customers and figured everything was under control. But a few minutes later, she began to head to the bar when she froze.

      Logan Blackthorne was tending bar.

      When Charles made his call earlier, she had no idea he’d called Logan and honestly, she couldn’t believe he was actually here and working!

      Not that she thought poorly of Logan. No one did. Everyone knew he wasn’t afraid to step in and do some work, get his hands dirty. None of the Blackthornes did that, but Logan was different. He hadn’t settled into any of the family businesses like his brothers and cousins had and she wondered if he ever would. Standing behind the bar, he looked right at home. Although, she had to imagine he looked the same way when he was heading up corporate meetings or schmoozing clients. He had that kind of easy way about him, like he was adaptable to any situation.

      And sexy as sin.

      Dark hair, dark eyes, a lean, muscular body that she just knew would look good…

      Okay, so not the time to be thinking about that.

      They had sort of grown up together–even though Logan was three years older–because Piper’s father was the groundskeeper for the Blackthorne estate. When she was younger, she spent a lot of her time working alongside him on the property. Piper had almost the same amount of knowledge of landscaping and greenery that would thrive in the Maine climate as she did of gaming and coding.

      Way to be versatile, nerd…

      Straightening her shoulders, she slowly started to walk toward the bar–all the while wondering if he would even recognize her. It had easily been five years since they’d seen each other and even then, it wasn’t like they were…friends. They were acquaintances. She was the daughter of the hired help.

      And now I sound like someone in a Victorian romance novel…

      Putting her head back in the present, she approached the bar with a smile.

      And prayed she wouldn’t make a fool out of herself because man oh man did he get even better looking!

      With the slow, easy grin she knew he was famous for, he turned that handsome face her way and she almost tripped. Luckily she caught herself and, as gracefully as she could, placed her tray on the bar and hoped her smile didn’t look awkward. She slid her order form over to him with a soft hello and then his smile kicked up a notch.

      “Quite the crowd in here tonight,” he said, taking the paper from the bar. He instantly started pouring drinks and Piper had to remind herself not to stare. He glanced at her over his shoulder as if trying to place her.

      So he doesn’t remember…

      With a smile, she nodded. “It seems the Vault’s popularity has increased with the addition of the restaurant.”

      His eyes narrowed slightly, but his smile never wavered. “True, but I like to think of this place as always being popular. The restaurant is just a perk.”

      “And the gift shop?” she asked with just a hint of sass.

      He slid the first two drinks her way. “Just good business. Why just come in and enjoy a drink when you can take a little something home to enjoy later?”

      And damn if she couldn’t take that more than one way.

      Clearing her throat, she knew she was blushing so she took a moment to turn away and compose herself while he finished making drinks. Once everything was on her tray, she thanked him and walked away–making sure she put a little extra sway in her hips just in case he was watching.

      Ugh…what am I doing?

      It was really quite busy for a Wednesday night and Piper had several more opportunities to interact with Logan. With each appearance at the bar, they talked a little more, but it was obvious he still had no idea who she was–a point that was becoming more and more humorous with each interaction.

      “So…how long have you lived in King Harbor?” he asked after her fourth trip to the bar.

      “Longer than you, Ace,” she said with a grin and a wave as she walked away.

      At her next turn at the bar, he leaned in before taking her order. “Now that’s not possible, beautiful,” he said smoothly. “The Blackthornes have been here almost since the beginning of this town’s existence. And believe me, I know everyone in King Harbor.” Then he turned and made the two drinks she needed before placing them triumphantly on her tray.

      “Clearly you don’t know as much as you think. But it’s cute how you pretend to.”

      Okay, that one was a little on the snarky side, but she heard his deep, husky laugh as she walked away and considered it a small victory–and a lot of fun.

      As the night wore on, he got a little bolder in trying to figure out who she was, and in return, Piper grew sassier.

      “Now if you’ve lived here all your life,” he began at one point, “where’ve you been all of mine?” And there was that smile again, but it was amusing her more than it was making her knees weak.

      “That was pretty cheesy, Ace,” she said, placing drinks on her tray. “I would have thought you’d be a little smoother with the lines the older you got.” With a wink, she made her way through the crowd and back to serving.

      As the night began to wind down and the crowd began to thin, Piper was a little surprised to see just late how it was and realized she’d never even taken a break. The time had flown by and rather than feeling tired or ready to leave, she felt a little invigorated. It had been a great night–not only because of the bantering with Logan, but all of her customers were super sweet.

      And the tips were fantastic!

      As she cleared off her last table, the place was almost empty. Everyone was scurrying around cleaning up and maybe it was just her imagination, but it felt like Logan was watching her. Turning fully toward him, she lifted her heavy tray and made her way back toward the bar. As soon as she placed it down, Logan slid another tray toward her–one that was filled with food.

      “Um…”

      “You didn’t take a break all night,” he said with a smile.

      She shrugged. “Not a big deal. It was busy.” Looking down at the food, she saw a couple of crab cakes, an order of fries, a bottle of water, and a brownie. She looked at him and smiled. “I didn’t realize brownies were on the menu.”

      He shrugged. “Charles’s wife always makes them for me because she knows I’ve got a sweet tooth. I figured I could share.”

      And how freaking adorable was that?

      “Why don’t you sit and relax and I’ll take the dirty dishes back to the kitchen?” he said, already in motion.

      “You really didn’t have to do this. I just planned on making a sandwich when I got home.”

      “Now you won’t have to.” This time he was the one to wink before walking away to the kitchen.

      Piper took a minute to get comfortable at the bar and contemplated taking the food over to one of the tables. “I’m too hungry to move,” she murmured and took her first bite of crab cake. There was nothing like seafood in Maine. She’d lived in the mountains of Virginia while away at college and missed having fresh fish. “Damn, that’s good.” She was finishing the first crab cake when Logan stepped back out of the kitchen.

      “How is it?” he asked, grabbing a rag to wipe down the bar.

      “Fantastic. Seriously, the best I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Well, that’s the perk of living near the water.”

      “I know. There’s nothing like it. I just didn’t realize the menu here was so extensive or that the food was so good.”

      He nodded. “Surprised you don’t know that considering you’ve lived here your whole life.”

      Ah, so he was back to fishing. Taking another few bites of her meal, she reached for the bottled water and twisted the cap off. “I haven’t lived here full time in years. I’m just back visiting family for a little while.”

      His eyes narrowed and she thought for sure he would recognize her now.

      “So your family still lives here?”

      Okay, maybe not.

      “Yup!” She took a long drink of her water before returning her attention to her meal. There was no way to look attractive while eating french fries so she gave up and opted to just be herself.

      Salty fingers and all.

      “So how long have you…”

      “Hey, Piper,” Charles said as he approached them. “Will you be able to work this same shift tomorrow?”

      She nodded and glanced toward Logan who looked mildly perplexed. “Piper,” he repeated softly.

      “Absolutely, Charles,” she replied. “My schedule is wide open so you tell me what shifts you need filled and I’ll put them on my calendar.”

      “You’re the best, Piper. Your timing for coming home couldn’t have been better!” Charles said as he looked down at the tablet in his hands.

      “Piper,” Logan said again and this time both Piper and Charles looked at him.

      “Is there a problem?” Charles asked.

      Logan looked at him, then at Piper, and then back again. “Um…”

      She was fighting the urge to laugh so she put her focus on Charles instead. “I’ll just jot down the shifts on my order pad and transfer it to my phone later. So what have you got?”

      It turned out she would be working the next four nights in a row. She wasn’t complaining, but she hoped she was up for the late-night hours and being on her feet for so long. Working on game design had her sitting at a desk all day and all night, so this was going to be a bit of a challenge for her.

      “Got it, Charles,” she said, reaching for the brownie.

      “Oh Logan, you gave Piper one of your brownies. I know Marie will be pleased. She always sends a plate of them to Connor too.”

      And that’s when the lightbulb went on.

      Logan’s eyes went wide. “Piper?”

      Frowning, Charles looked at her. “Why does he keep saying your name?”

      “I think…”

      “Oh, my God. As in Connor Stewart’s daughter?” Logan blurted out.

      With a grin, she said, “The one and only!”
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        * * *

      

      Holy. Crap.

      How was it possible that the woman he had been essentially flirting with all night was little Piper Stewart? Hell, he remembered her as a kid–even as a teenager! But the woman sitting at the bar did not resemble the girl he remembered.

      And you’ve been hitting on her all night, jackass!

      Someone called out for Charles and he excused himself, leaving Logan and Piper alone.

      “So…uh…how’ve you been?” he asked and was surprised when she started to laugh. “What? What’s so funny?”

      “All night you’ve been Mr. Smooth and Suave, and now you sound all awkward and prim,” she said, her dark eyes twinkling with amusement.

      “Yeah, well…I kind of feel like a jerk because I didn’t realize who you were sooner.”

      She shrugged and took another sip of her drink before responding. “I’ll admit, I thought it was kind of funny. I was wondering how long it was going to take.”

      “If you had just told me your name sooner…”

      “And miss out on all this fun?” she teased. “No way! Bantering with you and watching you try to figure it all out was one of the highlights of my night.”

      There was a part of him that felt like he should be offended, but looking at the sassy smile on her face had him pushing it aside. “Fine, you’ve had your fun,” he said, trying to sound wounded. “And now that we’ve established how we know each other, catch me up on what’s been going on with you. You know, other than the fact that you’re back in town visiting your father.” He paused. “How long are you here for?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” she said before taking a bite of the brownie. There was a small dollop of chocolate on the corner of her mouth that made him want to reach out and gently wipe it away, but he figured it would be a little bold.

      And possibly creepy.

      “I’m sort of on the fence about what I’m going to do next,” she explained. “I just finished getting my master’s in game design back in May and now I’m looking at job offers and trying to figure out where I want to go.”

      “Game design?” Leaning against the bar, he studied her. “That…that wasn’t something I would have expected.”

      “Why?” She sounded a little defensive.

      He shrugged and straightened. “No offense, but…”

      “But…?”

      “I don’t know. I just always thought it was kind of…you know…a guy thing.”

      Her gaze narrowed and she picked up a napkin to wipe her hands. “Are you saying women can’t design video games?”

      “Um…”

      “Because I am so tired of hearing that sort of thing! It’s not only a man’s field, Logan. Gah! So closed-minded! There are tons of talented women gamers and designers and while, yes, there are a lot more men working in the field, there are also plenty of women. And let me tell you, we kick ass at every component!”

      He held up his hands in surrender because clearly this was a sensitive subject for her and he hated how he’d put his foot in his mouth. “Honestly, I had no idea. It’s not something I ever gave much thought to. I just assumed it was more of a guy thing.”

      “Yeah, well…you assumed wrong.”

      “Clearly.” He was silent for a moment and watched as she finished off the brownie and then the water while doing her best not to look at him. “I really am sorry, Piper. I didn’t mean to offend you and I’d love to know more about what you do. I’ve never met anyone who worked in the gaming industry.”

      She finished her meal and slid the tray back in his direction. “Thank you for dinner, but…I should finish up. It’s late.”

      Logan glanced around the room and saw how the place was already cleaned up and he had noticed a few of the employees leaving while Piper was eating. There wasn’t anything left for her to do and he really did want to keep talking to her.

      She hopped down from the barstool and was about to walk away when he stepped out from behind the bar and stopped her. “Look, there’s nothing for you to do here tonight. It’s already done. Almost everyone’s gone already, so…”

      “So…?” she prompted and he could see she was a little less hostile than she’d been a minute ago.

      He took another moment to study her and now that he was standing right in front of her, he noticed she was easily six inches shorter than him. Her dark hair was pulled back, but he knew when it was down, it would be long and wavy. It was crazy for him to have such a strong reaction to her–they’d known each other for most of their lives so…what gives?

      “Uh…Logan?”

      Oh, right. He was in the middle of asking her to stay and talk for a little longer.

      “I just thought it would be nice to sit and hang out and catch up. That’s all,” he finally said. “Plus, I really am curious about the whole gaming thing.”

      Her immediate response was to just stare at him and he wondered if he was being a little too forward. No, he was simply being neighborly and was curious about her life. As old friends, there wasn’t anything wrong with that, was there? And if she really didn’t want to–if she really wanted to go home–he wouldn’t stop her.

      “Have you tried any of the new Blackthorne cream? It’s a little like an Irish cream and tastes great in coffee. We’re just testing it right now, but I can make you a cup and you can check it out,” he suggested and then wanted to kick himself because clearly he wasn’t quite ready to let her leave.

      Her smile was slow and sweet. “Thanks, but…I’m really not an Irish cream kind of girl and it’s a little too late to have coffee. I’ll be up all night.”

      “And then we can catch up without you falling asleep,” he said smoothly, winking.

      Piper’s laugh was a little low, a little husky and a whole lot sexy. “Wow, you really are persistent, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged and tried to come off like he was being bashful. “Part of my charm.”

      She didn’t look even a little bit impressed.

      “Okay, so no coffee. Are you still hungry? We can whip up anything you’d like!” And yeah, he knew he was coming on a little strong but…

      “Logan,” she began, taking a small step back. “It’s been a really long day and I’m kind of beat. I’m sure we’ll be running into each other while I’m here in town. Plus, I’m working for you, so…yeah. We’ll definitely be seeing each other,” she corrected with a laugh. “But for tonight, I really need to get home.”

      The disappointment he felt was sharp and unfamiliar. It wasn’t like he always got his way but…it was rare that he didn’t. Just like it was rare for him to be this bothered.

      “Can I at least walk you to your car?” he asked, grasping at straws to find ways to keep talking with her.

      He caught the slight eye roll before she shook her head. “I’m sure you have things to do, Logan. Besides, I’m going to go in the back to grab my stuff from my locker and head out the back door. My car is parked right there. I appreciate the offer, but…I think I’ll be okay.”

      “Oh yeah?” he said as he fell in step with her as they walked to the employee break room. “Well, you haven’t been around in a while. Maybe King Harbor has become a hotbed of criminal activity. It could be dangerous for a beautiful woman to go walking around by herself. Even if it is just a short distance from the building to her car.”

      Piper stopped in her tracks and looked at him as if he were crazy. Crossing her arms over her chest, she asked, “Really? That’s what you’re going with?”

      “Well…”

      “I am sure the Blackthornes have state-of-the-art security cameras on all their properties. As a matter of fact, I noticed several of them when I parked earlier. Second, I know for a fact that King Harbor is one of the safest places in Maine, if not the country, to live.” She leaned in a bit closer. “There was an article on MSN about it.”

      “Oh.”

      “And considering I know everyone in this town, I greatly doubt I’m in any danger of anything happening to me. Plus, I’ve taken my fair share of self-defense classes so…I’m even more sure I’ll be fine. If a group of ninjas came out from behind the dumpster, I might have a problem. Other than that, I’m good.” And with a smile and a wave, she walked away.

      Well, she certainly told him.

      For a moment, he was a little too stunned to react. He watched her walk away and stayed where he was long after he heard the break room door close. Honestly, Logan had no idea how long he stood there–one minute? Five? It wasn’t until Charles came out and broke into his train of thought that he finally moved.

      He knew they talked about sales figures.

      And he knew they talked about orders Logan was going to have to call in tomorrow.

      He nodded when he needed to and asked all the pertinent questions since tomorrow was Charles’s first day of vacation, but he couldn’t quite stop thinking about Piper.

      She had grown up to be a beautiful woman. And just from their conversations tonight, he knew she was intelligent and had a wicked sense of humor. What she was doing waiting tables here at the Vault was beyond him. He may not know a lot about the video game industry, but he knew it involved a lot of computer skills and coding and a crazy amount of talent. If she had a degree in it and was fielding job offers, why bother working part-time here? Why not just come home and visit with her father?

      “So if you call the restaurant supply company,” Charles was saying, “you can get more of the cloth napkins and tablecloths for the private dining room. I think we should have a separate stock just for that.”

      It took him a moment to grasp what they were talking about.

      “Oh, um…yeah. Put it on the list and I’ll make the call,” he said, pulling out one of the barstools and sitting down. “Can I ask you something?”

      Charles looked up from his tablet and smiled. “Sure.”

      “What’s the deal with Piper?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…why is she working here? If she’s only home for a visit…”

      “Well, I don’t think she’s just home for a visit. She’s trying to figure out where she’s going to go–and this is just my opinion–but I think she’s struggling with all of it.”

      “In what way?”

      “She mentioned how a lot of the job offers would put her on the West Coast and she’s not sure she wants to be that far away from her father.”

      “Ah…”

      “Yeah. So I don’t think this is just a quick stop for her.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I’ve known Piper almost her whole life. She and Connor are tight; they don’t have anyone but each other. If she decides to move to the other side of the country, it’s not going to be a decision she takes lightly.” He let out a long breath. “Poor kid. I imagine it’s causing her a lot of stress.”

      All Logan could do was nod. Honestly, he had no idea what that was like. He came from a big family–three brothers and his three cousins who came to live with them when their own parents passed away. To him, it always felt like they were all brothers. And as such, there was always someone there–always someone to talk to. He couldn’t imagine what his life would have been like as an only child.

      On top of that, he never really gave much thought to being near his family or not being near them.

      Probably because they were everywhere.

      Seriously, the Blackthorne family had homes and businesses almost all over the country and while Logan contributed to all the businesses as needed, he never considered the option of not working with them. Or near them. Or…anything.

      So yeah, he imagined for someone like Piper the decision was hard.

      Maybe he could talk to her about it to help her with her decision…

      “Anyway,” Charles went on, “she’s a great waitress and the customers love her and I’ve always told her there’s a position for her whenever she needs it. So whether she’s here for a few weeks or a few months, I’d like to keep her on the payroll if that’s okay with you.”

      He nodded. “I don’t have a problem with it at all. She worked harder than almost anyone here tonight. Although I have to admit, I don’t like the fact that she skipped her break.”

      Charles let out a low laugh. “Good luck with that. It’s an ongoing argument I have with her. The only way you’ll get her to take a break is to physically pick her up, carry her to the back and force her to stay there.”

      A slow smile spread across his face as he imagined doing just that.
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      “There’s the most beautiful girl in the world!” Walking into his grandmother’s yard, Logan smiled at the sight of her.

      Nana was a tiny woman who you could spot a mile away because of her colorful wardrobe. Today’s ensemble consisted of turquoise-blue clamdiggers and a hot pink T-shirt that matched her sneakers. She was as bright as the flowers she was clipping right now.

      When he was at her side, he bent down and kissed her on the cheek. “How’s my best girl?”

      She swatted him away playfully. “Oh, you’re a silver-tongued devil, but I love you.” This was their thing–he would schmooze her and she would call him out on it. Fiona Blackthorne was still feisty at eighty-six and a lot of fun to be around. She was the one member of the family who Logan counted on to keep things real.

      “What are you up to today?” he asked. “Can I take you to lunch?”

      Fiona put her snippers down and frowned at him. “Lunch? It’s already eleven thirty. I ate half an hour ago.” Then she paused and studied him. “But I happen to have some leftover seafood salad inside. Enough for a sandwich for you if you’d like.”

      “Nana, why do you eat so early? It’s not even lunchtime yet!” he said with a laugh.

      “Because I get up at four in the morning and eat breakfast at five. By eleven, I’m starving. Wait till you get old. You’ll see.”

      He wanted to shudder at the thought.

      “Come on, I’ve got some lemonade too. We can sit inside and you can catch me up on what’s going on with you.” Before he could respond, she was already walking away. Once they were inside her cottage, which sat on the Blackthorne estate property, she immediately went to work pulling a container from the refrigerator along with the pitcher of lemonade.

      “You really don’t have to do that. I’m going to be heading to the Vault in a little while. I can get something to eat there. I was just hoping to have you join me for a little while.”

      She paused and looked at him. “So you don’t want a sandwich?”

      “Um…”

      “Fine. Don’t eat the sandwich,” she murmured, putting all the items she had just pulled out back into the refrigerator. When she was done, she walked out of the kitchen and into her living room where she sat on the couch. “Sit.”

      And he did–at the other end of the couch, but he twisted to face her. “You sure you don’t want to come with me? We’ve got some new items on the menu I think you’ll enjoy.”

      But she waved him off. “At my age, I can’t eat two lunches. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Well then promise me you’ll come in one day while I’m there and join me for lunch.”

      “You’re not open at lunchtime,” she countered.

      “Of course we are,” he explained. “I’m heading there now and…we’re open.”  When she continued to stare at him, he realized what she meant. “Oh. You mean we’re not open at your lunchtime.”

      “Bingo!”

      “You’re something else. You know that, right?”

      She preened. “I know.”

      He sighed dramatically. “Well now what am I supposed to do? I was hoping to have lunch with a pretty girl.”

      “A few minutes ago, you said I was beautiful.”

      Unable to help himself, he laughed. “You’re right. My mistake. I meant I was hoping to have lunch with a beautiful girl. I guess I’ll have to wait for another day.” He was about to convince her to join him tomorrow when there was a knock at the door.

      Just when he started to stand, Nana called out, “Come in!”

      “Nana, you can’t just invite people in without knowing who’s at the door! What if it’s a stranger? What if it’s…”

      “Hi, Fiona!” someone called out.

      A female someone.

      When he looked up, he saw Piper walking into the room and he instantly straightened, smiling. She was dressed more casually than she was last night at the Vault. Her hair was down and she had on a pair of faded jeans and an off-the-shoulder navy-blue top. From where he was standing, he could smell the strawberry of her shampoo and he wanted to move in close so he could simply inhale as he held her close.

      I’m seriously losing it…

      She looked a little surprised to see him, but her attention quickly shifted to Fiona. She walked over and kissed his grandmother on the cheek and handed her a small, wrapped box.

      “Ooh…is this what I think it is?” Nana asked.

      Piper nodded. “I remembered how much you enjoyed the spicy peanuts I brought home the last time I was here so I went and found some more. These are Hot Habanero Chile Pepper Nuts. They claim to be hotter than hell, but I didn’t think they were that spicy.”

      “Hot habanero…Nana, should you be eating something like that?” he questioned.

      She waved him off and smiled at Piper. “Pay no attention to him. No one in this family appreciates spicy foods. This was very sweet of you. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome. There’s also some peanut brittle in there.”

      “You can never go wrong with that,” Fiona agreed.

      “I had no idea you enjoyed peanuts so much, Nana.”

      All she did was smile.

      “Can I try some?” he asked.

      “Nope,” she said, holding the box to her chest. “Now that Piper’s graduated, who knows if I’ll ever get treats like these again. I’m going to savor them and dole them out little by little, so back off.”

      Yup, feisty.

      “So, Piper,” Nana said, effectively ending the topic of Logan sampling any of her snacks. “Tell me all about what’s new in the gaming world. Did you ever finish the shooter game you were telling me about last time or did you go with the fantasy forest one?”

      Shooter game? Fantasy forest? What?

      “I went with the fantasy forest game. We finished beta testing and it’s a hit!” Piper explained.

      “Oh, Piper! That’s fantastic! I’m so proud of you! Have you sold it and made big money from it?”

      Piper’s laugh was that low husky one he remembered from last night and he had to stop himself from groaning at the sound of it.

      “I wish,” she said, interrupting his thoughts. “I got a few offers on it, but nothing that impressed me. Most of the companies want me to sign away the rights to it and that’s not something I want to do. I’d like the chance to use the game as a way to get in with one of the big companies as a designer while keeping the rights–or at least some of them.”

      “Smart girl,” Fiona said. “Don’t just sell it for the sake of selling it. Do your research and make a deal with a business that appreciates your talents and respects you as the designer.”

      Logan looked over at his grandmother with a bit of awe. She was still pretty astute where business was concerned and he was glad she was encouraging Piper not to settle.

      “I bet your father’s happy to have you home, huh?”

      Smiling, Piper nodded. “He is. Although I don’t know how much time we’re going to get to spend together. We’re working opposite schedules–he’s gone during the day and I’m at the Vault at night. Plus, I don’t know how long I’m staying.”

      “Make sure you make the time to be together. Family is very important,” Fiona said solemnly. “I know it’s not always easy to do, but even a few minutes a day can make a big difference.”

      She nodded again. “I know. And I’ve only been home for two days but we’re going to try to figure out when we can at least grab a meal together.”

      Looking over at him, Nana frowned. “Why are you working this girl so hard? She just got home!”

      “What? Me? I had nothing to do with it! She talked to Charles last night and they worked out her schedule!” he argued.

      With a small tsk sound, Fiona shook her head. “It’s really not very nice to pass the buck, Logan. Shame on you.”

      “I wasn’t! That’s not how…”

      “Just make sure she gets some time with Connor!” she interrupted. “Sheesh! Don’t argue with your elders!”

      Piper snickered and he shot her a look. “You think this is funny?”

      She tried to look serious, but she broke out in a fit of giggles instead.

      And he thought it was completely adorable.

      Before he could try to defend himself, his grandmother looked between him and Piper. “Take Piper to lunch,” she said.

      It wasn’t a suggestion.

      Then, as if she hadn’t just issued a command, she turned her attention to Piper. “Were the pictures of the garden I sent you helpful?”

      “Oh, my goodness, yes! There’s a whole level in the game that takes place in Fiona’s Fairy Garden,” Piper explained.

      “Oh, how fun!”

      “The colors in it are truly amazing, if I do say so myself. So thank you for the inspiration.”

      “How about you come for lunch one day and you can bring the game with you and show me?” Fiona suggested. “My coordination might not be fast enough to play, but I would love to see my garden in the digital world!”

      “Did you try the other game I recommended to you?”

      “I did! I never made it past level three, but what fun!”

      I must be having a stroke because none of this makes sense…

      “So…wait,” Logan said, interrupting them.  “You play video games, Nana? Since when?”

      She shrugged but looked pretty damn pleased with herself. “Since I felt like it,” she replied. “I’m always open to trying new things and when Piper came home from college after her first year and showed me one of the games she created, I asked her for some recommendations on games I might enjoy.”

      “But…” He looked around the room. “You don’t have a gaming system.”

      “There are plenty of them up at the house. Every once in a while I go up there and play. Sometimes the ladies from my gardening club join me.” She laughed softly and looked at Piper. “That bowling game was a real hoot! Poor Agnes nearly threw her new hip out, but what fun we had!”

      Piper looked over at him with amusement. “You okay? You look a little shell-shocked.”

      “What is happening right now?” he asked.

      “He’s adorable when he’s confused, isn’t he?” Nana asked and Logan could swear he felt himself blushing.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m confused…”

      “Oh, you’re totally confused,” Piper said. “I have to admit that I was surprised when Fiona asked for game recommendations, but it’s not uncommon for seniors to play video games.” Then she paused. “Do you play?”

      “Are you suggesting I’m a senior?” he teased.

      “Don’t be obtuse, Logan,” Nana huffed, coming to her feet. “The girl was asking a simple yes or no question.” Then she looked at Piper. “I bet I could beat him at the bowling game.”

      “I’m not playing any bowling video game with you right now, Nana,” he said, beyond frustrated.

      “Of course you’re not,” she said, walking toward the kitchen. “You’re taking Piper to lunch.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “And make sure you give her some time off to spend with her father. He misses her.”
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        * * *

      

      “You have to know I had nothing to do with this.”

      Piper merely glanced at him as they walked across Fiona’s yard and out through the white picket gate.

      “I’m serious,” he persisted. “I came here to take Nana to lunch but she already ate.” He shook his head. “Who eats lunch at eleven in the morning?”

      “Uh...someone who gets up before dawn?” she said with more than a little annoyance. Jeez, didn’t this guy pay attention to anything? “Seriously, Logan, it’s a well-known fact that senior citizens eat every meal early–hence the phrase ‘early bird special.’ Ring any bells?”

      Beside her, he chuckled. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you this snarky with everyone or is it just me that brings it out in you?”

      Hmm…

      “Honestly? I do tend to have a bit of a sarcastic side but there seems to be something about you that makes it come out more than I realized. Sorry.” They were next to his car and she began to wonder just what she was supposed to do. It wasn’t like she was completely opposed to having lunch with him.

      Just not today.

      Not yet.

      She was up for hours last night thinking about their conversation and what would have happened if she had stayed and hung out with him. There was no harm in it–after all, they’d known each other for years so there wasn’t anything weird about it. What was weird was how she felt around him.

      Giddy.

      Excited.

      Like being asked out by the captain of the football team in high school when you were a member of the chess club.

      Yeah. Like that.

      The last time she and Logan spent any real time together was the summer when she was ten and he was thirteen. His mother made him take dance lessons and he needed a partner to practice with. Other than that, it was the occasional wave across the yard whenever he and his family were in town for the summer or visiting Fiona. They didn’t have anything in common so...at least, she didn’t think they did. From where she was standing, he lived in a world that she couldn’t even wrap her brain around. The Blackthornes were beyond wealthy and were able to do things Piper could only dream of. She imagined any conversation they had would be of Logan telling her about something she couldn’t relate to–something fabulous and out of the Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous handbook–and she’d tell him about how creative she learned to be with amen noodles while in college.

      Awesome.

      Logan opened the passenger door for her and looked at her expectantly.

      Right. Lunch.

      “Logan, listen,” she began, “we really don’t have to do this. I’m sure you have better things to do with your time and I had already planned on making myself a sandwich for lunch and maybe watching a little TV before I had to get ready for work.”

      His smile never faltered as he kept his hand on the open door. “It’s just lunch, Piper. Last night you didn’t want to stay and catch up because you were tired. I’m guessing you slept okay because you don’t look tired right now.”

      She rolled her eyes at his oversimplification of the situation.

      He took a small step toward her. “I’ll call in an order to the Vault and we’ll pick it up and go eat down at Harbor Park. We’ll make it a little picnic and enjoy the beautiful day and if, in an hour, you're still totally opposed to hanging out with me, I’ll bring you home. What do you say?”

      This time she couldn’t help but laugh. “I never said I was opposed to hanging out with you…”

      “You didn’t have to. The fact that you keep coming up with excuses not to says it all very clearly.”

      “It’s nothing personal.”

      “It feels personal.”

      And for the first time, he didn’t look quite so smug or sound like his usual confident self and that stopped her. While she enjoyed their teasing banter, she certainly didn’t want to come across as mean. Meeting his gaze, she said, “I’m sorry. That really wasn’t what I meant.”

      He didn’t look as if he believed her.

      Letting out a long breath, she said, “I just feel a little weird about...spending time with you.”

      “Why?”

      She fought the urge to roll her eyes. “If you’re just wanting to catch up to be nice, then fine. But it’s not like we’re friends, Logan. Not really. I guess I’m wondering why you’re trying so hard.”

      Okay, that was maybe a little more brutal than she intended, but...there it was.

      Now his expression went a little fierce. “First of all, why aren’t we friends?”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      He nodded.

      “How are we? Other than the occasional conversation once or twice a year, I don’t really see how that makes us friends. It’s easily been five years since we’ve even seen each other and even then it was little more than a passing comment about how we’ve been.” She paused. “Tell me something about me.”

      “Uh...what?”

      She nodded. “As a friend, you should know something about me. So...tell me something.”

      Ugh...I really am being bitchy.

      Holding up a hand to her, Logan pulled out his phone and quickly typed out what she assumed to be a text and then slid his phone back in his pocket. Then, he smiled and said, “You have a degree in game design.”

      And for some reason, it bothered her. “If you’re not going to take this seriously…” She turned to walk away, but his hand on her arm stopped her. With a huff of annoyance, she faced him again.

      “You hate thunderstorms and you have a weakness for chocolate chip cookies,” he said and Piper was sure her jaw hit the pavement. He moved in closer. “You hate dancing but enjoy watching people who can. You love Linkin Park but your father insists it’s not real music and always asks you to turn it down.”

      He stood there triumphantly while she tried to think of something to say.

      Somehow, he managed to remember some key things about her–things she had obviously shared with him over the course of her life.

      “Wow.”

      In a grand gesture, he stepped aside and motioned for her to get in the car and at this point, she couldn’t possibly say no.  With a murmured thanks, she slid carefully into his Mercedes convertible and felt completely out of her element.

      But she kept it to herself.

      Within minutes, they pulled up in front of the Vault and Logan looked at her and grinned. “Stay put. I’ll be right out.” She wondered why he didn’t ask her to go in with him–after all, it would take several minutes for their lunch to be ready once they ordered. Maybe he didn’t want anyone to know they were going to lunch together. Or maybe he thought she’d find a way to get out of going to eat with him. Or maybe…

      He climbed back into the car with an oversized bag in his hands that he carefully placed in the back seat.

      “Um...how? I mean...when…?”

      His smile grew as he settled back in the driver’s seat. “I texted our order while we were still talking back at Nana’s. I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for you.”

      “Uh...no. No, it’s fine. I’m sure whatever you picked will be delicious,” she stammered and could feel herself blushing.

      They pulled away and drove the few short blocks to the park. Honestly, they could have walked–even from Fiona’s it wouldn’t have been a bad thing. Then again, she was used to walking everywhere while she was in college. It was just easier than trying to find parking spots all over campus.  No doubt Logan didn’t walk anywhere. And why should he? If she had a car as luxurious as this one, she’d drive everywhere too. Hell, she’d probably sleep in it because damn were these seats soft!

      He parked, then grabbed the bag out of the back seat and led their way across the parking lot toward the picnic area. They didn’t talk and Piper was beginning to wonder if she had the right idea earlier–they really didn’t have a whole lot to talk about. Maybe they’d have this lunch together to get it out of the way and move on.

      But damn, this was one of those times when she really hated to be right.

      At the table, she watched as Logan pulled a tablecloth out of the bag and then a couple of cloth napkins as he set the table. Within minutes she found herself looking down at a plateful of food–lobster clubs on freshly-baked bread, sweet potato fries, fresh fruit, and bottles of water.

      As far as picnics went, it was pretty spectacular.

      They talked about the weather, memories of times they had spent in the park–separately–and how good the food was. They were halfway through their meal before he asked about her career.

      “So tell me about this game you designed–the one with Nana’s garden in it.”

      She smiled. “I knew she’d get a kick out of it.” Taking a sip of her water, she took a minute to consider how much information he really wanted to know about the game. “Okay, so Grove of the Eternal takes place in an enchanted forest. Players have to maneuver their way through different levels while facing challenges from all kinds of mythological creatures in their search for the path that will lead them to a castle. They collect coins and gems along the way that they can use to purchase weapons and supplies…”

      “Is it a game for kids or can anyone play?”

      “Anyone can play,” she replied. “I know plenty of adults who still enjoy playing games that are geared for kids. I’d say the age range for Grove of the Eternal would be ten and up. There’s no mature subject matter or a lot of violence. I mean, there are battles but no blood and guts.”

      He nodded. “What made you go into gaming?”

      “I enjoyed playing them when I was growing up and I’m kind of a computer geek–programming and all that. I took some courses in high school and it just really got me hooked. I don’t enjoy the coding part of it, but the rest of it just…I don’t know…it really feeds my soul. I know that sounds crazy, but…”

      “No, it really doesn’t. If anything, I wish I knew what that was like.”

      “What? Like in gaming?”

      He shook his head. “No, I mean being that passionate about something–about a career.”

      “You’re not passionate about the things you do?”

      His immediate response was a sexy grin and she realized she could have chosen her words a little more carefully.

      Looking away, Logan studied his hands that were clasped and resting on the table before he spoke. “I enjoy the things I do–working within our companies has given me a lot of opportunities I know most people would love to experience. I’ve traveled and I’m part of an…I don’t know…an empire that has this amazing history.”

      “But…?”

      “But…” He paused and let out a long breath and looked up at her. “Right now, everyone’s pressuring me to choose where it is I want to be within the whole organization. There are so many choices and, believe me, I’ve tried them all. I know I can work in any of them and do an amazing job.”

      “O-kay…”

      “And for all the choices…I never had a choice.”

      She looked at him and knew her expression conveyed her confusion. “That doesn’t really make sense, Logan.”

      Piper watched as he shifted in his spot and seemed mildly annoyed. Then he waved her off. “You know what? It’s nothing. Really.” He paused. “We were talking about you and your game design. Have you been sending out resumes?”

      It would have been easy to simply pretend he hadn’t tried to open up to her about something he was clearly struggling with, but she never shied away from a challenge and she wasn’t about to start now.

      “Yeah, I have,” she said and then gave him a serious look. “Have you?”

      “Have I what?”

      “Considered sending out resumes?”

      Brows furrowed, he asked, “Why would I do that? I have my choice of at least a half-dozen different positions within Blackthorne that I can have if I want.”

      “Is there one you want?”

      “Piper, we were talking about you…”

      “And now we’re talking about you.”

      His frown deepened and he raked a hand through his dark hair with frustration. “Piper…”

      “Logan,” she mimicked.

      “You wouldn’t understand, okay?” he snapped.

      And yeah, again, it would have been easy to simply let him change the subject. But now she was even more curious to find out what he was talking about.

      “Need I remind you that you were the one pushing for us to have lunch together? And how you were also the one who was all about us catching up on each other’s lives? Well, this is part of it, buddy! If I’m going to sit here and tell you all about me, I’m going to expect you to do the same. Now we can sit here and banter back and forth and you can try to pick and choose what it is you want to talk about, but you brought up the whole not-being-passionate-about-your-career thing. I’m just trying to figure out what the hell that means. But if you can’t do that–if you can’t have an honest conversation with me–then maybe we should pack up the food and you can take me home.”

      Her heart was beating like mad and she knew she was throwing a lot at him, but she didn’t care. She had a feeling most women didn’t push Logan Blackthorne–or anyone for that matter–but Piper wasn’t one to pull any punches. If they were friends like he claimed they were, then that meant they should be able to talk about anything.

      Whether they liked it or not.

      It was hard to say how much time passed before he finally spoke.

      “My whole life I’ve known I was going to work for Blackthorne.”

      “O-kay…”

      “It wasn’t a choice. For as long as I can remember, I was told it was what I was going to do.”

      “Oh.”

      “Everyone’s on my case to make a decision about where I want to be–where I want to make my home base, so to speak.”

      She waited and saw him swallow hard.

      “And do you know where that is?”

      “I know this is going to sound arrogant, but…I want it all. I want to run it all.”

      “You mean take your father’s place when he retires,” she clarified.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, so then why not just say that–you know, to your father and to whoever else is badgering you?”

      “Because it’s not that simple. My brother Trey has been groomed for the position since birth. It’s his right.”

      “Is that what he wants?”

      “Doesn’t really matter. That’s the way it is.” He paused. “And if it doesn’t go to him, there are more than enough brothers and cousins who would be considered long before I would.”

      It would be foolish to pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about. “And there’s nothing else you’d rather do? Like outside of Blackthorne?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like anything, Logan! Just because you share the name of the company doesn’t mean that’s all there is for you out there!”

      “Try telling my father that,” he murmured and then began clearing away their lunch mess. Placing a hand over his to stop him, Piper waited until his eyes met hers.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      He nodded.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want? What you really want–to run all of Blackthorne?” When he didn’t immediately respond, she said, “Because it seems to me you’re saying you want it even as you’re saying why it’s never going to happen. Are you sure you’re not just telling yourself it’s what you want as a way of…I don’t know…maybe taking the attention away from the fact that you want something else? Something not Blackthorne-related? It could be why you lack focus in figuring out what you want.”

      Pulling his hand from hers, he stood and finished cleaning up.

      “Logan…”

      “Come on,” he said gruffly. “I’ll take you home. I’ve got some calls to make for the Vault this afternoon that I forgot about.”

      She wanted to remind him–again–that this is what friends did. They talked–sometimes about uncomfortable things–but she realized she pushed enough for one day.

      Or maybe for all the days.

      As she watched him gather up the plates, containers, and the tablecloth, she wondered if he had anyone he could talk to about this. Then she wanted to smack herself. Of course he had a ton of friends and family. He was a Blackthorne.

      It wasn’t until they were back in his car that she spoke.

      “I’m sorry,” Piper said softly. “I shouldn’t have pushed.”

      He shrugged as he pulled out of the parking spot. “It’s not a big deal. I’m used to everyone analyzing me and telling me why I should be doing more with my life. Don’t see why you’d be any different.”

      And that’s when she realized she’d hurt him–not intentionally, but hurt him just the same.

      Once he dropped her off and she watched him drive away, Piper told herself she’d make it up to him and already had the perfect plan in her head.
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      “What kind of gaming system do you have?”

      “What?”

      “You know, at home. What system do you have?” Piper asked at closing time. All night she and Logan had talked and bantered but it was never anything personal–everything was professional and work-related, but light.

      “At the estate we have several–Xbox and Playstation,” he said. “Why?”

      “Are you staying at the estate? Because I thought you had a place in town.”

      “Yeah, I have a small place not far from here. There were so many people coming and going at the house that I felt like I needed a place of my own where I could go and not have to run into my family every time I walk into a room.” It was said with a small laugh but she had to imagine it would be hard to never really be alone.

      “So? Do you have a game system there?”

      He nodded as he wiped down the bar. “Xbox. Why?”

      “Well, I was wondering if you were up for hanging out for a bit once we finish up here and I thought I’d check out your gaming skills.” When she thought up the idea earlier, it seemed like the ideal way for them to hang out and get to know each other a bit. She found you could really get to know someone while playing a game. The urge to see how competitive he was and what kind of games he tended to play intrigued her. “So, what do you say?”

      “You want to hang out and play video games,” he said. “Like…you’re being serious.”

      “Of course. Why? What’s the big deal?”

      “Piper, after everything that happened at lunch…”

      “Let’s just forget about that. I pushed when I shouldn’t have and I’m sorry. Come on. I’m not as tired as I was last night and I thought I could talk to you some more about what I do. One of the best ways to explain it is while playing other games. I can show you where I get inspiration or how certain effects are created.” She paused and gave him a sincere smile. “Unless you’re not good at playing. There’s no shame in that. I just thought maybe we could grab some snacks and just…you know…hang out.”

      “Wait…did you…?” He stopped and tossed the rag he was using aside. “I happen to be very good at a lot of video games.”

      “Okay,” she said casually. “Good for you. How are you at shooter games? You know, like combat, simulator, and stealth ones?”

      “Really good.”

      She made a non-committal sound. “And action games? You know, like the superhero ones or sports games?”

      “Those I excel at.”

      “Hmm…and puzzles?”

      “Not a fan.”

      “Good to know.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we have options, that’s all. You got an extra controller or should I go home and grab one?”

      “I can’t believe this is really what you want to do after work,” he said with a small laugh. “We could just hang out and talk or watch some TV.”

      She shrugged. “I guess. I mean…if you’re too scared to play against me, I’d completely understand. Most people can’t beat me.”

      One dark brow arched at her and Piper thought it was quite possibly the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. She knew she was treading into dangerous territory here. As much as she was trying to make up for the way things had gone earlier, she knew spending time alone with Logan wasn’t simply about catching up with an old friend. There was a very real chance she was going to find herself being even more drawn to him than she already was.

      Who was she kidding? Even working with him was going to carry that threat. Logan Blackthorne was just that handsome, that sexy, and that charming. He always had been and, apparently, always would be.

      She sighed.

      “That sounds like a dare, Piper.” Both his tone and his expression were teasing and it took her a moment to realize her mind had wandered.

      “Maybe it is,” she replied with a smile of her own.

      “Well, you know there isn’t a Blackthorne alive who can turn down a dare. We are competitive by nature.” He stepped out from behind the bar and came to stand in front of her. “I’m going to go raid the kitchen for some snacks while you finish doing whatever it is you need to. We’ll meet out back in fifteen. Will that work for you?”

      Okay, this totally moved a lot faster than she thought it would, but now that it was out there, there was no way she could change her mind.

      “Absolutely!” And with a wave, she quickly went about finishing the task of wiping down tables and taking trays of dirty glasses back to the kitchen. It wasn’t until she was in the break room and taking off her apron that she began to feel a little self-conscious–like maybe this wasn’t such a great idea. She was dressed in her work uniform and felt a little sweaty from running around all night. Looking at the clock, she saw it was already after one in the morning. There was no way she could go home, shower, change and then go to his place. With a sigh of resignation, she grabbed her purse and walked out to the parking lot.

      Much like he had earlier, Logan walked over to his car carrying an extra-large bag. He placed it on the back seat before turning and walking over to her.

      “Please tell me that’s not all just snacks for us,” she said with a nervous laugh.

      “Not entirely. I also grabbed a large container of bisque to bring over to Nana tomorrow. She loves it but she never comes in to have it. I try to remember to bring her some whenever I’m here.”

      “Sounds like Fiona.” She glanced toward his car again. “But that still looked like an awfully big bag.”

      “I noticed you didn’t take a break again and therefore didn’t eat dinner. Neither did I so I snagged us some corn chowder and a couple of sandwiches, some chips, and a couple of slices of the chocolate pie for dessert. Hope that’s okay.”

      “Okay? Logan, if I keep eating like this in the middle of the night, I’m going to need a new wardrobe because nothing will fit!” She said it with a laugh but in the back of her mind, Piper knew it was a very real possibility.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said softly as he grasped her shoulders and turned her toward her car. “My place is literally three minutes away so we can be eating in five if we’re lucky.” He walked over to his car and called out the address. “Or you can just follow me.”

      “That works!” It wasn’t like there was traffic at this time of night. If anything, they had the streets to themselves and–just like he said–they were pulling into the parking lot of his complex three minutes later.

      These were a row of old factories that were turned into condos and lofts a couple of years ago. Piper remembered her father telling her about them because it was a big deal for the town to convert them after they had been abandoned for so long. She was incredibly curious about what they looked like inside.

      As she stepped out of her car, Logan was standing there waiting for her and when he took her hand in his, she didn’t even question it.

      Together they walked through a large lobby with polished concrete floors, high ceilings, and exposed brick walls. It still had the industrial feel to it and it made her wonder if the lofts were going to be the same. Logan guided her into the elevator which they took up to the fifth floor–the top floor. When they stepped out, she counted only four doors and tried to quickly calculate how large that meant each unit was.

      At the second door on the right, Logan stopped and took out his keys and opened the door. He reached in and flipped a light switch before stepping back and motioning for her to go in ahead of him.

      Piper went all of three steps before stopping and gasping.

      The ceiling was impossibly tall with exposed ductwork and joists. She’d never seen a wood ceiling and yet…it worked. The hardwood floors were stained the same color as the ceiling. She stepped farther down the short entryway and stopped again to stare in awe at the wide-open space. It was like something out of an architectural design magazine.

      Exposed brick walls, floor to ceiling windows, reclaimed wood as a feature wall, a fireplace…it was literally one massive open space and yet each area was clearly defined. There were large leather sofas facing the fireplace and the biggest flat-screen TV she had ever seen in a home. The kitchen wasn’t large, but it looked like all the appliances were top-of-the-line.  There were granite countertops, a breakfast nook, and a small coffee bar.

      A man after her own heart.

      Then, in the far corner of the room, was Logan’s bedroom.

      And yeah, her eyes lingered on the bed a little longer than was necessary.

      She felt his hand on her back as he guided her toward the kitchen where he placed their food down on the counter and began pulling containers out. “What can I get you to drink? I’ve got beer, wine, soda, water…”

      It took a moment for Piper to stop looking at everything and face him. “Why do you have this place?”

      The question seemed to take him by surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not like you live here for any real extended period of time and the estate has more than enough room for you, so…why bother with a place like this?”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “On the contrary, it’s amazing, I just don’t understand why you need it.”

      Luckily, he didn’t take offense to the question. He pulled a couple of plates down from the cabinets and set them on the counter next to the food and then grabbed some silverware and placed it there as well. “Help yourself,” he said, turning to get a couple of bottles of water from the refrigerator. It didn’t seem like he was going to answer her question.

      But then he did.

      “I spent most of the summer coming and going from King Harbor and my father, brothers and cousins were all doing the same,” he explained. “I love them all, but…sometimes I just need some space to myself.”

      “What about your mom? Wasn’t she there?”

      His expression turned a little sad, but he seemed to catch himself and his smile was right back in place. “There was an…incident, shall we say, at her birthday party back in May.” He paused. “It escalated quickly and she’s been gone ever since.”

      “Oh, my goodness! What could have happened to make her leave? Do you know where she is?”

      Nodding, Logan grabbed one of the sandwiches and put it on his plate next to a small bag of chips. “She’s in Paris and doesn’t seem to be in any rush to come home. Or talk to any of us.” He sighed. “Other than some texts, she’s just asking us to respect her need for time and privacy.”

      Helping herself to the food, her plate resembled Logan’s and she accepted the bottle of water he handed her. “What in the world could have happened for her to take off like that?” Then she realized how brazen it was of her to ask. “Sorry. That was rude.” Looking over her shoulder toward the TV, she said, “Come on. Let’s go pick a game.”

      “Piper, it’s okay. Pretty much everyone in King Harbor knows about it. I can’t believe your father didn’t mention it.”

      “Please, Dad is the least gossipy person alive. He doesn’t listen to gossip and he certainly doesn’t spread any. You know he’s a man of few words.” She laughed softly. “Clearly I talk enough for the both of us.”

      They walked over to the living room area and placed their food on the coffee table while Logan set up the Xbox and pointed out where he kept the games. She had to admit, the selection was small and rather than opting to play an intense shooter game, she went for a racing game. It was so late and the day had been so long that she couldn’t even think of playing anything that required real skill.

      Within minutes they were sitting next to each other while the title sequence played out on the big screen.

      “Racing, huh? I thought we were going hardcore,” he teased before taking a bite of his sandwich.

      “No one said hardcore,” she corrected. “My brain isn’t quite at its peak at this hour. Besides, I thought with racing it would be more fun and allow us to talk. We won’t have to be so focused on skill and strategy. You know, just have fun.”

      With a shrug, he took another bite of his meal before placing the sandwich down. It was nice–the quiet–and Piper felt herself relaxing a bit. She kicked off her shoes and still wished she had a pair of yoga pants and a T-shirt to change into, but…she’d live.

      “My mother wanted her birthday party to just be about family,” he said, interrupting her thoughts. She looked over at him and saw he was looking down at the floor, his head hanging a little low. “It wasn’t a new request–she’s always after my father to leave the business at the office so we can enjoy our time as a family.”

      “I take it he didn’t honor her request.”

      Logan shook his head. “He invited several business associates and the party had barely started before she was walking out.” Another head shake. “And in the midst of it all, she drops this cryptic bombshell and it’s all anyone has been able to talk about ever since.”

      Twisting in her seat, she faced him. “What kind of bombshell?”

      “She blurts out ‘I’ve kept your secret…’ in a room full of people and no one knows what she was referring to.”

      “Holy crap!”

      Turning his head, he looked at her and chuckled softly. “Exactly.”

      “And seriously, no one knows what this secret is?”

      “Oh, there are dozens of theories–bootlegging whisky from back in the day, the possibility of the Blackthornes stealing the recipe for the whisky, illegal business practices, affairs, secret criminal records…you name it, people have suggested it.”

      “Obviously none of those theories are true, right?”

      “Not that we know of.”

      So many questions raced through her mind, but before she could voice them, Logan grabbed one of the controllers and said, “Okay, care to make this interesting?”

      That was his obvious attempt at changing the subject and she was more than okay with it. “Maybe…”

      “If I win,” he paused and contemplated his next words. “You agree to have dinner with me.”

      “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now?” She knew it wasn’t what he meant, but figured she’d play around with him a bit because it was so much fun to do.

      “Not quite what I had in mind,” he replied. “I’m talking a proper meal, not sandwiches at two in the morning. More like a five-star restaurant and I pick you up at your house and we eat and maybe go dancing or to an art exhibit.”

      She had to wonder if that was his usual kind of date–she knew she obviously wasn’t the kind of woman he usually took out, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fit into the role for a night.

      The real question was, did she want to?

      Rather than think too hard about it, she countered with, “And what if I win?”

      “Whatever it is you want.”

      And that was a loaded statement if she ever heard one.

      “Hmm…okay, if I win…” And she was pretty confident she would… “You’ll handle maintaining the grounds of the estate for a day so I can spend it with my dad.”

      He didn’t miss a beat. “Deal.”
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      Two hours later, Logan had to admit defeat.

      And it just about killed him.

      Not because it meant he had to take care of the grounds for her father, but because she had beaten him on every single race.

      All two dozen of them.

      There were so many things he excelled at in business and sports, and yet he got his ass handed to him in video game racing.

      His only consolation was that he knew she did this for a living.

      Tossing his controller down, he watched as Piper stretched and yawned. It was late and he knew they were both exhausted, but he really hated for the night to end.

      Even though it was almost morning.

      Standing, Piper looked over at him and smiled. “I just want you to know, I don’t expect you to work for my dad for the next month. Just one day will do.”

      Forcing himself to stand, he walked over to her. “Are you sure? Because…it would serve me right.” Laughing softly, he shook his head. “I’m normally a much better player than this. Ask any of my friends. I can usually hold my own nicely.” He yawned. “Probably too tired and it slowed down my reflexes.”

      She made a non-committal sound. “Well, let’s be honest. I had a bit of an unfair advantage. I pretty much play games for a living, sooo…”

      “So technically then, I should have won,” he teased.

      “No one said that, Logan.” And she laughed with him. “Not even close.”

      He stepped in closer. “Are you sure? Because I kind of think that’s what you meant. I feel a little taken advantage of.”

      That just had Piper laughing harder. “Poor baby. I think you’ll survive.”

      Another step. “I don’t know…you did essentially admit to cheating…”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I said and I did not cheat.” Then her gaze narrowed at him. “Oh my God…are you trying to get out of working on the grounds?”

      “What?” he cried. “No! That’s not…” He groaned and figured he might as well lay it out there for her. Boldly, he put his hands on her hips and felt a sense of satisfaction at Piper’s soft gasp. “I’m just saying some of those games were close and with your unfair advantage, there’s a real possibility I could have won at least one of those games.”

      Her beautiful brown eyes scanned his face but she didn’t say a word.

      “Go out with me,” he said, his voice sounding gruff even to his own ears.

      “Logan…”

      Reaching up, he placed a finger over her lips. “One date, that’s all I’m asking. There’s still so much I want to know about you.” He moved his hand away and placed it back on her hip.

      “We’ve been talking all night…”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I think you’re fascinating. I enjoyed listening to you talk about gaming and how they’re designed and I love hearing about your life.” He paused, studying her face. “And I have a feeling we haven’t even scratched the surface.”

      She was quiet for so long that he thought she was going to turn him down so he did the only thing he could to hopefully convince her–slowly, he lowered his head and touched his lips to hers. He waited to see if she would pull back or stop him, but her hand came up to rest on his chest and he’d never been more relieved in his life.

      It was a gentle exploration and part of Logan knew it was because they were both a little sleepy, but that didn’t make it any less enjoyable.

      Soft lips and even softer sighs–those were the first things he noticed as Piper slowly melted against him. His hand moved from her hips and skimmed around to her back as his arms wrapped around her. All night he’d thought about doing this–about kissing her–but he didn’t want to move too fast. They’d known each other for too long for him to make things awkward between them. But a man could only hold out for so long when he wanted something so bad.

      And he wanted Piper.

      From the moment she walked up to the bar last night, he wanted her.

      Granted, at the time he had no idea who she was, but realizing she was Connor Stewart’s daughter and someone he’d practically grown up knowing did little to dampen the desire he felt for her. If anything, it made him feel like it was okay that he was maybe moving a little fast.

      Tilting his head slightly, he deepened the kiss–his tongue gently teasing at hers–and she pressed even closer.

      And then he was lost.

      She smelled like strawberries and tasted like sin. Had he known it was going to be like this, he would have skipped the damn video games and kissed her as soon as he closed the front door.

      Her hands began to skim upward–over his chest and shoulders, along his neck, and then up into his hair and damn if that didn’t feel amazing.

      He kissed her deeper still and yet she gave as good as she was getting. When they finally pulled back, breathless and dazed, it was all he could do from diving in for another taste. Unfortunately, Piper’s eyes went from slumberous and dazed to wide with shock right before she pulled out of his arms.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered as she turned her back to him and began to frantically collect her things.

      With no other choice, he followed her around while trying to get her to look at him. When she was practically to the front door, he stepped in front of her before she could leave. “Piper, wait!” he said, a little breathless still. “Can we just talk about this?”

      And damn, she still wouldn’t look at him.

      “It’s late, Logan, and I need to go.” He heard the slight tremble of her voice and it gutted him.

      “Piper, I…I’m sorry. I honestly didn’t mean to upset you. I didn’t think…I mean…I thought we were both on the same page there.”

      Now she did look at him–those big, brown eyes showed her distress. “Look, I thought…or rather, I wasn’t thinking. This never should have happened, okay?” She went to move around him again but he stopped her, gently grasping her shoulders.

      “I don't want you leaving like this. We need to talk about this. I know it's late but I don't want you driving home upset.”

      “I’m not upset, Logan. I’m just…this isn’t what I came here for. I really just wanted to hang out with you and I felt bad about the way things went down this afternoon. The last thing I want is for things to be awkward between us, but if I stay right now, they’re going to be.”

      His first reaction was to be offended. Was she seriously saying this was some kind of pity kiss? Like she hadn’t been into it at all? Because if that was the case, he would have to call her a liar right to her face because for as much as he was kissing her, she was kissing him right back and there was no way she was just doing it because she felt bad.

      No one’s that good of an actress.

      On the flip side, she was right about things possibly being awkward. But that didn't make it any better. They not only had a history together, but he genuinely liked her and both liked and respected her father.

      “Piper,” he began.

      “Please, Logan. I really need to go.”

      He stepped aside and reached to open the door. “Are you going to be okay to drive?” he asked.

      Now she looked pissed. “Don’t flatter yourself, Ace. I’m not that upset.”

      It took him a minute to understand what she was saying. “What…no, that’s not what I meant!” He raked a hand through his hair, beyond frustrated. “I meant I know it’s late and you’re tired. I was simply asking if you were okay to drive for that reason alone. Jeez, Piper. What the hell do you even think of me?”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wanted to take them back because he knew that Piper wouldn’t sugarcoat her response.

      “It doesn’t matter, Logan. Really. I just need to go.”

      There was so much more he wanted to say, but instead he opened the door and followed her out. When she went to protest, he held up a hand to stop her. “You don’t have to speak to me, but I’m sure as hell going to walk you to your car so…deal with it.”

      They rode the elevator down in silence and stayed that way all the way out to her car. Once she had it unlocked and the driver’s side door open, she turned and faced him. “So, um…I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.” Then she paused and shook her head with a low laugh. “Or rather, later tonight. You’re working at the Vault again, right?”

      Honestly, it was the last thing he wanted to do, but he knew it was just his mood right now. After a decent night’s sleep he’d probably feel a lot better–and a lot less hurt–about the way the night crashed and burned here at the end.

      “Yeah,” he forced himself to say. “I’ll be in tonight.” Stepping back, he watched as Piper climbed into her little sedan and closed the door.  He stepped back even farther so she could pull out of the parking spot and gave a half-hearted wave as she drove away.

      Damn.

      Once her car turned the corner and was out of sight, he walked back into the building and rode the elevator up. Locking his door behind him, he leaned against it and let out a long breath.

      “What the hell was I thinking?”

      Normally, he had way more finesse than he’d shown tonight. They’d had a good time–eating, laughing, playing the game, and talking. He couldn’t remember the last time he had simply enjoyed sitting and talking with someone–especially a woman.

      Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember ever spending a night with a woman doing the things he and Piper had done tonight.

      And not just the video game.

      When he went out with a woman, they usually went out to eat or to a gallery, a museum, a charity event…never anything casual like sitting around in his apartment eating sandwiches at two in the morning while they talked about their lives.

      It was a little crazy how much he enjoyed it and wanted to do it again.

      “This never should have happened, okay?”

      He was having a hard time moving past that one statement. Never was a strong word and for the life of him, he couldn’t imagine why Piper would think like that. There wasn’t anything wrong with them being attracted to each other; they were both adults and there shouldn’t be a problem with acting on their attraction.

      Except…she clearly had a problem with it and it bothered the hell out of him that she wouldn’t stay and talk about it. Was he supposed to just pretend tonight didn’t happen? Was he supposed to see her tomorrow and act as if nothing had changed? Like she hadn’t blown his mind with one kiss?

      One hot, steamy, and incredibly sexy kiss?

      There was no way he could. He knew it already. The problem was, he had no idea how he was supposed to act when they saw each other at the Vault. It was possible things would be busy and they wouldn’t have to interact with each other at all, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t allow that to happen. He was the kind of man who needed answers and didn’t like to just leave things unsettled.

      And he was definitely unsettled.

      It was a hell of a thing.

      Pushing away from the door, he stalked over to the living room and began cleaning everything up. It was just a kiss, Logan. Get a damn grip. Yeah, he knew he was possibly overreacting to the whole thing. Maybe he was just upset because she wasn’t as into him as he was into her.

      “Hell no,” he murmured, tossing all the paper goods in the trash. It wasn’t about ego; it was about being honest.

      And if Piper were being honest, she’d admit the kiss affected her just as much as it did him. And one way or another, he’d get her to say it.
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      “I kissed Piper.”

      “Stewart?”

      He nodded. “You know any other Pipers around here?”

      His brother Devlin gave him a bland look from his spot behind his desk.  He was older than Logan by five years and lived here in King Harbor running Blackthorne Boatworks–the boat division of the family empire. He was probably the most levelheaded of the Blackthornes...or maybe it just felt that way right now because Logan knew his brother always gave him good advice.

      “Okay, fine. You kissed Piper. And…?”

      “And? Isn’t that enough? She’s back in town temporarily and she’s working at the Vault and...I don’t know...it’s a big deal, right?”

      “Do you think it’s a big deal?”

      Rolling his eyes, he snapped, “Can you stop answering my questions with questions?” He paced the large office which was on the second floor of the massive building, both hands raking through his hair. At this rate he was going to pull it all out. When he turned back toward Devlin, he dropped his arms to his side. “We hung out last night and I kissed her. Or...we kissed each other.”

      “O-kay…”

      “And then she said it never should have happened and I’m supposed to see her tonight and I’m a little freaked out.”

      A smirk was his brother’s only response.

      “What? Don’t look at me like that! Say something!”

      With a low sigh, Devlin leaned forward, resting his arms on his desktop. “What is it you want me to say here, Logan? Are you freaked out because you think it was a mistake too and you don’t know how to act with her now?”

      “No, that’s not it. It’s just…”

      “Or are you freaked out because you crossed a line with someone you shouldn’t have? I mean, we’ve known Piper her whole life, for crying out loud. And Connor’s been nothing but nice to all of us, so do you think it’s right to go messing around with his daughter?”

      “That’s not how it is… And, hey, Hannah being Frank's daughter didn't stop you.”

      “Good point. Now let's get back to you. I have a feeling this one may be it...are you freaked out because you have some real feelings for Piper and you’re offended because she’s not tripping all over herself about you?”

      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means things come easily for you,” he said evenly. “You were a good student, a great athlete, you’re a smart businessman who is adaptable in any situation you go into, and–let’s face it–women have been throwing themselves at you since you were fifteen.”

      “Fourteen, but…”

      “Not the point,” Devlin interrupted. “The fact is there’s never been a lack of female companionship and Piper saying it was a mistake has thrown you. Has anyone ever said that to you before?”

      “Never.”

      With a low laugh, Devlin said, “That’s what I thought.”

      “Okay, thanks for the analysis, but what do I do?”

      Standing, his brother stretched, then walked around the desk and leaned against it with his arms crossed over his chest. “Honestly? I think you have to wait and see what happens when you see her tonight and take your cues from her.”

      Muttering a curse, Logan walked across the room and stared out the window at the water. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” Looking over his shoulder, he added, “But I was really hoping you’d have some insight into what I should do since things didn’t start out so smoothly between you and Hannah.”

      “Apples and oranges. I didn’t know Hannah the way we know Piper so you really can’t compare.”

      He groaned and walked back toward his brother. “Okay, then pretend. What would you have done?”

      Laughing, Devlin pushed away from his desk and stood in front of him. “Why can’t you simply wait and see what happens tonight and then come talk to me? You know, if you still need advice. Because I’m telling you, until you know how she’s going to react to you, this conversation is a little pointless.”

      This was one of the reasons he knew talking to Devlin was the right thing to do. He cut through all the crap and put things in the simplest terms.

      And right now it pissed him off.

      Not his brother–not exactly. Right now he wanted someone to tell him it was all going to be okay and that Piper had merely overreacted.

      But it didn’t look like that was going to happen, so…

      Sitting down in one of the chairs facing the desk, Logan let out a long breath. “It’s crazy, right? I mean…it’s Piper. And not only that, it’s too fast for me to be able to say that what I’m feeling is real or serious or…whatever, right?” He let out a low laugh. “Besides, I think you hit the nail on the head, I’m freaking out because of what she said and I’ve never had a woman say that to me, so…it’s all good. It’s going to be fine. Nothing awkward is going to happen at the Vault tonight. It’s going to be just like the last two nights. No big deal.” He paused. “It’s good.”

      Devlin stepped in front of him, a look of utter amusement on his face. “Looks like you didn’t need me at all. You just gave yourself a pep talk. Good for you.”

      “Fine, make fun,” Logan grumbled, slouching down and letting his head fall back against the chair. “I have a feeling I’m totally screwed here.”

      “Did you have a crush on Piper before? Like when you were younger?”

      “No. I always considered her to be a kid. I never thought of her as a girl, and I certainly wasn’t thinking of her as a woman. Hell, I didn’t even recognize her when I saw her the other night.”

      “That must have gone over well.”

      “She thought it was funny, but…it was a bit of a shock. Piper Stewart all grown up was not something I was prepared for.”

      “You didn’t think she was going to stay a kid forever, did you?”

      Then he grimaced. “Okay, this is going to sound so bad, but…I honestly didn’t think about it at all. She was always just…you know…Piper. Connor’s daughter.”

      Groaning, Devlin walked back to his seat and sat down. “I don’t think that’s bad, per se, Logan. She wasn’t on your radar. There’s no crime in that.”

      “Yeah, but…I should have recognized her,” he said miserably. “I talked to her all damn night while I worked the bar and it wasn’t until Charles said her name that I realized who she was.”

      “Okay, so it’s not like you were attracted to her because of who she is, you were just attracted to her.” Leaning back in his chair, he said, “Sometimes you can’t help who you’re attracted to. Now that I can say from experience. Believe me, Hannah didn’t want anything to do with me. I was the enemy.” He paused and shifted slightly in his seat. “And on top of that, I wasn’t looking to get involved with anyone. I didn’t want to go there again.”

      Logan nodded with understanding. Devlin had lost the love of his life back in college and it had taken years for him to open up to another relationship. Hannah was amazing and so perfect for him, but he understood the struggle the two of them had. The circumstances were different, but he could understand what his brother was getting at.

      “To me, it doesn’t matter that she’s Connor’s daughter or someone we’ve known for years. I really just want the opportunity to get to know her.”

      The look Devlin gave him said he didn’t believe him.

      “What? What’s that look for?”

      “You know I’d never lie to you, right?”

      Logan nodded.

      “You tend to have a short attention span,” he said carefully. “Trust me, I have no idea about what goes on in most of your relationships–maybe it’s a mutual thing, I don’t know. However, if you’re just looking to kill some time while you’re here for the next few weeks, make sure she knows that. Or better yet, maybe find someone else to kill that time with.”

      Well…shit.

      Devlin’s phone rang and he said, “Give me a minute,” just before he answered it.

      Standing, Logan walked back over to the windows to give his brother some privacy. His mind was racing and he knew a large part of the problem was that he was impatient. Before driving over here, he had considered going over to Piper’s and confronting her. He hadn’t even made it out of his parking lot when he realized what a bad idea it was.

      Behind him, he heard Devlin say, “Hang on a minute,” and turned toward him.

      “Sorry, Logan, I’ve got to take this. I was expecting a delivery on a couple of motors today and they’re telling me they never shipped, so I need to handle this.”

      “Yeah, sure. No problem.” Walking across the room, he shook his brother’s hand. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “You sure you’re going to be okay?”

      And the thing was, Logan knew he was genuinely concerned about him. With a smile, he said, “Sure. You helped me see that I overreacted and I’m just bothered because she turned me down. No big deal.”

      Once more Devlin gave him a look that said he didn’t believe him, but he refused to focus on it as he waved and walked out the door.

      As he walked down the stairs, he couldn’t help but admire the boats currently being built. He enjoyed sailing and appreciated all the hard work that went into creating quality boats, but he never saw himself being part of the creating process. Sure, he was known to help out in a pinch, but never with anything more than sanding or staining. He waved at a couple of the workers on his way out the door and slid his sunglasses on as he stepped outside.

      The smell of the water combined with the warmth of the sun was the perfect combination to make Logan simply stop and take a couple of deep breaths. He loved this–the simplicity of being outside. It helped him relax a bit and he cursed the fact that he hadn’t gotten up and gone for a run. That was three days in a row and totally unlike him.

      “Tomorrow,” he murmured. “No matter what, I am getting up and running.” Feeling good about his decision, he walked over to his car and wished he felt good about going to the Vault and seeing Piper.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t like her to run away from her problems, but right now, that’s exactly what Piper wanted to do. She stood in the employee parking lot of the Vault and stared at the door and wished she had called in sick.

      Unfortunately, Logan would have seen right through that.

      She let out a long breath and forced herself to go through the damn door and start her shift. In the break room, Piper took a moment to be thankful that no one was in there because she wasn’t feeling as confident as she had hoped. The truth was, she was a mess.

      Last night, in the moment, yes, the kiss had been everything she had ever dreamed it would be.

      And she had dreamed of kissing Logan Blackthorne a lot when she was growing up.

      The reality had not disappointed.

      The problem was that Piper was a very practical woman. She knew men like Logan and knew what she was signing on for if she let things go any further. There was no future with someone like him–he wasn’t looking to settle down, wasn’t looking for forever–and she was. It wasn’t something she blurted out to people, but yeah, she was done with casual dating and had certainly never been into casual hookups, which she had a feeling was more of what Logan wanted. He was killing time while he was here in King Harbor and…

      Okay, she was making a lot of assumptions where he was concerned, but there was no way she was going to ask him what his intentions were.

      She groaned. How awkward would that be?

      And besides, she was ready for this next phase of life–she was done with school and ready to start her career and that meant possibly moving to the other side of the country so…

      Wait a minute…

      For a minute, Piper seriously thought she was having a panic attack but then suddenly everything became clear.

      Why couldn’t she just let herself have a fling with Logan? The timing was kind of convenient. He was going to be leaving in a few weeks and she could potentially be doing the same so…why not enjoy this time before she moved on? Once she was settled in with a new job, that’s when she could think about seriously dating and finding someone she wanted to be with and saw a future with.

      Could it really be this easy?

      Ugh…why didn’t I think of this last night before freaking out the way I did?

      Hindsight and all…

      She felt like a ton of weight had been lifted off of her and she was confident she’d be just fine seeing Logan tonight.

      Sliding her apron around her waist, she checked her reflection and gave herself a smile before heading out toward the bar. She smiled and waved to Morgan who was working the dining room tonight as she made her way across the room. Logan was behind the bar and when he looked up at her, Piper saw the uncertainty and instantly missed the easy smile he usually greeted her with.

      Resting her hands on the polished wood between them, she gave a hesitant greeting. When he merely nodded and went back to entering something down on the tablet in front of him, she didn’t take it as a good sign. Unfortunately, now wasn’t the time to get into it because a party of five walked through the door and she decided to greet them and get things going.

      For the next several hours, she did her job and Logan did his–although, she noticed he spent a lot less time behind the bar and more in the office and kitchen.

      It was hard not to take it personally.

      Still, she remained hopeful that at some point, they’d be able to sit and talk. It wasn’t until close to closing time that he was back behind the bar. There were a couple of guys sitting and drinking there and talking to him, but she noticed his smile was forced and he didn’t look quite like his usual, friendly self. Whatever was going on, she knew he could handle it and focused on cleaning her section so she could call it a night.

      She was wiping down a table when she first heard raised voices. Turning, she realized it was whoever was talking to Logan. Straightening, Piper looked around and wondered if she should go over and see what was going on. From across the room, she caught Morgan’s eye and they both shrugged like they didn’t know what to do. Doing her best to just keep working, she moved a little closer to the bar to try to hear what was being said.

      As she looked closer, she recognized both men–Tyler Hayes and Brian Grainger. She went to school with them and she never really liked them. They were the annoying jocks who thought they were God’s gift to everyone. They were always way too full of themselves and, apparently, they were even more obnoxious when they were drunk.

      Like now.

      “All I’m saying, Logan, is there are a lot of theories out there,” Tyler said. Loudly. “I mean, how do you know they’re all wrong?”

      “Yeah!” Brian chimed in. “Your mom was always a good-looking woman. How do you know she wasn’t messing around on the old man? Plenty of guys around here would have loved to hit that back in the day.”

      Say what now? Piper stopped pretending like she was working and put all her attention on the bar.

      Specifically, Logan and his reaction to these two drunk idiots.

      “That would be a big secret, right?” Tyler asked. “Or…or maybe it was your old man who was screwing around! Affairs are definitely considered big secrets.”

      Brian leaned over sloppily. “Nah, that shit’s too obvious. I think this has to do with the old Blackthorne money. I’ll bet that the whisky business isn’t even theirs! Rumor has it your great-grandfather or some shit like that stole the recipe and that’s how you made your money!”

      “Guys,” Logan began, and Piper could hear the frustration in his voice, “there’s really nothing to talk about here, and…it’s none of your business. So why don’t you pay your tab and call it a night. I’ll call you an Uber if you need it.”

      “Oh, come on, bro,” Brian said. “Don’t be like that! You know, you should totally offer a reward if someone figures out what the big secret is before anyone in your family does!”

      Tyler raised his hand and nearly fell out of his seat. “That would be awesome! My vote is there’s a secret Blackthorne somewhere! The product of someone messing around with someone they shouldn’t have!” He laughed so hard that this time he did fall.

      Piper was immediately on the move, helping him up. He looked at her–his eyes a little glassy and his expression a little goofy–but he recognized her. “Piper! Hey, Piper! How are you?” She got him on his feet and gently guided him back onto his stool.

      “Hey, Ty,” she said sweetly. “You know it’s getting pretty late and we’re getting ready to close. Why don’t I grab you both some coffee and you can drink it while you wait for your ride?”

      He looked at her in confusion. “But…I drove here. I don’t need a ride.”

      She cupped his cheek and spoke to him like she was talking to a child. “Oh, sweetie, it’s too dangerous for you to drive like this. I know I’d feel a lot better if you let us call you a ride, okay?”

      “But it’s early!” Brian whined.

      Piper motioned to Logan to make the call and then asked Morgan to get two to-go cups of coffee. Both men continued to whine about not needing a ride in between trying to ask her out. She dodged their wandering hands and did her best to keep changing the subject. Logan had disappeared into the back again and she couldn’t blame him. It felt like forever, but ten minutes later, she put them both in an Uber and wished them a good night.

      It was exhausting.

      When she went back inside, she saw that her section was completely cleaned up and tried to figure out when that happened. She was about to go into the kitchen to ask, but ran into Logan on her way in, practically colliding with him.

      “Oh!” she gasped. “Sorry.”

      He steadied her and without a word, spun her around and guided her back out to the bar. Once she was seated, he reached under the counter and pulled out a tray with dinner on it.

      She gave him a mildly annoyed look. “You seriously do not have to feed me dinner every night.”

      Again, rather than answer, he slid a plate toward her with a burger and fries on it. When he went to turn away, she decided enough was enough.

      “Are you planning on never speaking to me again? Because I have to tell you, I think that’s a little extreme.”

      With his back to her, he hung his head and seemed to resign himself to dealing with her. He turned and walked over so he was in front of her–with the bar separating them. “I didn’t think you wanted to talk to me,” he finally said and Piper fought the urge to roll her eyes.

      “I’ve been trying to talk to you all night, but you’ve been avoiding me.” While she waited for his response–or excuse–she took a bite of her burger and it was damn-near orgasmic. “The chef deserves a raise. Every single thing I’ve eaten here has been fantastic.”

      That earned her a smile.

      When he didn’t say anything, she realized he was going to need some more prompting.

      “I was wrong last night, okay?” she said with a huff. “I freaked out and…after I thought about it, I knew I overreacted. So…I’m sorry.”

      His dark eyes went a little wide. “What are you saying, Piper?”

      Ugh…did she need to spell this out to him? For real? “I’m saying kissing you wasn’t a mistake and…I’d like for us to hang out again. Maybe not at two in the morning while playing video games, but maybe one night when we both aren’t working?”

      Now he leaned in a little closer–resting his arms on the bar. “Like a date?”

      This time she did roll her eyes. “Yes, Logan. Like a date.” She took another bite of her burger and kind of hated how he watched her. The only perk was that for the first time tonight, he looked a lot more relaxed.

      While she ate, Logan walked around making sure things were getting done–almost as if he was rushing everyone out the door. By the time she finished her meal, it was just the two of them. He handed her a bottle of water and took her hand–leading her to the game room in the back. She looked around and saw the same dark wood décor, pool table, dart board, and card table. Logan walked over, grabbed two cue sticks, then handed one to Piper before racking up the balls on the pool table.

      It would be foolish to ask what was going on. They needed to talk and this was a safe way of doing that.

      “Eight-ball good with you?” he asked and she nodded. “Want to flip a coin to see who goes first?”

      “No, that’s okay. You break.”

      “Solids or stripes?”

      “Uh…stripes.”

      With a curt nod, Logan leaned forward for his first shot, but didn’t say anything else. She watched as balls flew all over the table and he managed to sink one.

      “I’m sorry those guys were such jerks to you,” she said. “They were jerks in high school and it seems like they haven’t matured beyond that.”

      “It’s bizarre to me how anyone’s still talking about this,” he said with a mirthless laugh, lining up his next shot. “I swear, I thought everyone would have forgotten about it by now.”

      She shrugged. “Small towns are notorious for their gossip, Logan, and even though I wasn’t there, from everything you told me, it was a pretty big bombshell. You can’t blame people for being curious.”

      “Actually, I can,” he replied. “It’s really no one’s business. It’s private.” He missed his shot and muttered a curse before stepping aside.

      Pool wasn’t really her thing, but she figured it didn’t matter. This was more about a mild distraction while they talked. She lined up her shot and missed. “That doesn’t stop people from wondering. That’s why there are tabloid magazines.”

      “The only difference is we’re not celebrities and this was a personal family matter!” He let out a long breath and eyed the table for his next shot. “Sorry. I’m just frustrated and confused about why this is still a thing to people.”

      “I’m sure in time they’ll all move on to something else, but until there’s some closure, you run the risk of someone bringing it up. I’m just sorry it was a couple of jackasses.”

      He sank two more balls on his shot and then straightened and looked at her.

      “I really appreciate you stepping in the way you did,” he said softly, reaching for one of her hands and holding it in his. “Part of me wanted to be pissed that I needed someone to intervene, but it was probably for the best because I was minutes away from punching one of them in the face.”

      “Now that would have given the town something to talk about!” she teased, but he didn’t smile. If anything, he frowned. “What? What’s the matter?”

      “I’m so tired of being the topic of conversation. Or rather, my family. There was a time when I didn’t mind it–hell, I actually relished it–but right now, I’d like nothing more than a little privacy and for people to mind their own damn business. It’s just making an already tense situation worse.”

      She nodded, squeezing his hand. “I’m so sorry, Logan.”

      “Everyone thinks it’s easy being from a wealthy family, but we’re no different from any other families–we argue, we pick on one another, and we make up. We’re not immune from bad things happening. Hell, my aunt and uncle were killed in a plane crash. That’s how Phillip, Jason, and Brock came to live with us.” He sighed. “We live, we breathe, we work, and we die, just like everybody else.”

      “That’s kind of a dark way of looking at it,” she commented, unsure of what to do with this side of him. She was used to him being friendly and sociable. She never imagined him being somber.

      “It is what it is, Piper. I’m just saying there’s nothing special about us. We just happen to have been fortunate enough to be successful in business, that’s all.”

      It was oversimplifying, but she wasn’t going to say anything.

      “And with you at the helm, it will become even more successful, right?” she said, hoping to lighten the mood.

      He laughed softly. “I doubt we’ll ever know, but I’d like to think so.”

      “Oh, my God, why are you so negative tonight? What happened to the always-smiling Logan Blackthorne I’ve been hanging out with?”

      “Sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I guess those guys got to me more than I thought.”

      She squeezed his hand again before turning to him and giving him a playful shove back toward the table for his next shot. “Well forget about them and tell me why you don’t think you’ll be at the helm of Blackthorne Enterprises.” Before he could speak, she clarified, “Better yet, tell me why you want to be at the helm. I would imagine it’s a ton of responsibility. Why would you want that?”

      “Are you serious? Why wouldn’t I?” Bent over the table, he lined up his shot and sank his last solid ball. All that was left was the eight ball. “I have worked in every damn division of the company–I know the whisky business, the boat building business, I’ve learned about TV and movie production, I’ve driven race cars, and flipped houses. Everything my brothers and cousins do, I’ve learned about it by being hands-on. I’m probably the most well-rounded out of all of them and yet because of the order of our births, my father won’t take me seriously.” He walked around the table.

      “Have you talked to him about this?”

      “No. He’s so hell-bent on me settling in to one thing that there’s no way he’d entertain the idea of me being his successor.”

      She studied him for a moment and saw the frustration and vulnerability there and it bothered her.

      Back in college, she had to take several psychology courses as part of her degrees and if she had to guess, she would say that part of Logan’s desire to take the helm wasn’t so much about him thinking he was the best man for the job as much as it was because it meant he didn’t have to choose.

      Didn’t have to conform to fit the Blackthorne rule his father had laid out.

      “You’re looking pretty fierce there, Piper,” he said with a nervous laugh. “What are you thinking?”

      Ugh…did she dare tell him?

      “It’s nothing,” she lied. “Um…I could use a drink. Mind if I go grab a bottle of water?”

      Before she could move, he walked up beside her. “Piper? Come on. I may not know everything about you, but I know you normally say what’s on your mind so…out with it.”

      So she did.

      And then watched as his expression turned fierce and he pulled his hand from hers.

      Way to ruin the night, brainiac…

      “What…I mean…why?” Taking a step back, he went on. “He wants me to choose a place in the company, and I am!” he all but shouted. “I would think that would be considered ambitious! Admirable! How dare you say it’s nothing more than a…a…”

      “Cop-out?” she finished for him, figured she’d already blown it. “You have to admit, Logan, it’s a convenient choice.”

      “Hardly!” he cried, turning and shooting the eight ball into the side pocket. There was no triumph in his shot. He straightened and carried on. “It’s the most demanding job of them all! I’d have to have knowledge of everything! I could finally show him that I’m more than just the youngest in the damn family!”

      Then it must have hit him what he’d said and he stopped dead in his tracks.

      Swallowing hard, Piper slowly walked over to him. “I’m going to ask you something and then we won’t discuss this again.”

      He simply glared at her.

      “Can you honestly say that, deep down, this is what you want to do? Working for Blackthorne? Or is there something else you would prefer to do, but you’re just trying to prove yourself to your father?”

      No response.

      With a soft sigh, she stepped in close and placed a hand on his cheek. “Just…think about it, okay?” Then she leaned in even closer and kissed him softly on the cheek. “I should go. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      And sadly, he didn’t try to stop her.
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      “Dad? What are you doing here? Are you feeling okay?” Piper walked across the room and placed her hand on her father’s forehead.

      “Oh, stop,” Connor Stewart said with a quiet laugh. “It turns out I was given the day off with pay. My temporary replacement is out there mowing the lawns right now.”

      “Temporary…” And then it hit her. “Oh my goodness, he didn’t…” She walked over to the window and looked out. She and her father had a small cottage on the Blackthorne property and off in the distance, she could see Logan on the massive riding mower. “Oh…he did.”

      Her father came up beside her and looked out. “Care to explain to me why Logan Blackthorne decided to be the groundskeeper for the day?”

      Shaking her head, she turned and walked back over to the sofa and sat down. “It was a friendly bet over video games and he lost.”

      “Piper Grace,” he said with disapproval, “you did not use me in a bet against Logan. Please tell me you didn’t.”

      “Well…”

      “You knew you had an advantage over him. Heck, he should have known you could beat him at any game. Why would he do that?” Then he paused. “And when did you have time to play video games with Logan?”

      “Um…after work Thursday night,” she said, unable to meet his gaze. “We got to talking about what I do and he invited me over to play, so…”

      “Did he now?” And yeah, he had the dad tone that told her he did not quite approve of any of this.

      “You know Logan and I are friends, Dad. We’ve known each other my entire life. It was just a couple of friends hanging out.”

      “Humph,” he murmured, walking into the kitchen.

      As much as she didn’t want to, she followed. “Look at this as a good thing, you got the day off and we can go have lunch together! We can go to the Irish pub in town you love so much. Maybe we can even play a game of darts. We haven’t had a lot of time to sit and visit since I got home and this is the first day I’ve had off so come on, what do you say?”

      “How can I resist a date with my best girl?” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “But I still don’t feel good about the boss’s son working for me today. If Mr. Blackthorne hears about this, no doubt there will be hell to pay.”

      She hadn’t thought about that.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. It won’t come to that. I’ll make sure of it. I promise.”

      “Hmm…we’ll see.”

      “Let me go shower and then we’ll go, okay?” Coming home from work at two in the morning meant she slept until eleven. So, as much as she would have loved to hang around the house and relax, the opportunity to enjoy going out with her father was even more appealing.

      Having lived away from home for so long, she was used to them going for long periods of time without seeing each other. But when she came home on breaks, she always did her best to make time for just the two of them. All they had were each other and she could say there wasn’t a finer man alive than Connor Stewart. He truly was her hero.

      Showering quickly, she slid on a pair of jeans and a light sweater. The weather was seasonably cool and she loved it. With her hair and makeup done, she walked out and found her father waiting for her in the living room–but he was looking out the window.

      “You okay, Dad?”

      “I hope he’s mowing in a straight line. The senior Mrs. Blackthorne is very particular about how she likes the grounds to look.”

      She had no idea it was going to be this big of a deal.

      “Dad, it’s going to be fine. There’s nothing you can’t fix but I doubt Logan’s going to mess it up that badly. And if Fiona sees it’s him doing the work, she’ll go easy on him.”

      “I hope so…”

      “Come on, let’s enjoy some lunch.” Then, taking him by the hand, she led him out the door.

      “Maybe I should just go tell him…”

      “Nope. Logan’s got it under control, I’m sure. Now come on. I’m hungry and you know I get cranky if I have to wait too long to eat.” Luckily, he laughed and didn’t bring up Logan or the grounds again.

      Over lunch, Piper was anxious to hear about what her father had been up to. He didn’t have a very active social life and she was forever encouraging him to get out more. Little did she know that he had been holding out on her and currently had a lady friend who he was spending time with.

      “Dad! You’re dating? That’s awesome! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Shrugging, he said, “I felt it would be better to tell you in person. You just jumped into working so fast that we haven’t had a chance to talk.”

      Reaching across the table, she squeezed his hand. “I know and I’m sorry. I probably could have waited a couple of days before I started back at the Vault.”

      He pulled his hand away and waved her off. “Nonsense. I know you hate sitting around with nothing to do.” He paused and seemed to study her. “Which brings us to another topic–your job hunt. Have you given any more thought to the offer your friends gave you?”

      Laughing nervously, she asked, “Couldn’t we talk more about your lady friend first?”

      “We could,” he said evenly, “but eventually you’re going to have to make a decision, Piper.” He paused. “I don’t know why you’re so hesitant. The job is custom-made for you. Why wouldn’t you jump at the chance?”

      She explained how Eric and Michael weren’t exactly business-savvy and how she was afraid to jump in with them and then get burned.

      “That’s a legitimate concern, but I don’t think it’s a reason to disregard the offer. I think if you really want in on the ground floor with them, you need to voice your concerns and maybe even take the initiative to find them someone to help navigate the business aspects.” He took a sip of water and then his eyes went wide. “Piper, you could probably ask Logan or any of the Blackthornes for that matter! You know they’re all very successful businessmen and even if they don’t know anything about what your company needs, I’m sure they could recommend someone to you!”

      The last thing she wanted to do was drag anyone she knew into the unknown of whatever it was her friends were working on, but…maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to mention it to Logan.

      “Thanks, Dad. I think I will,” she said, smiling.

      “That’s my girl!”

      After that, she learned more about the woman in his life–Maggie Shaw–a widow who owned a quilting store right in King Harbor. Piper had to admit it sounded strange to hear her father gushing over a woman, but when she saw how happy he was, it made her feel better. Plus, it was time. Her mother had been gone for almost twenty years and all she ever wanted was for her father to find someone to love again.

      Once they were done eating, she thought they’d go home, but Connor had other plans. “If it’s all right with you, Piper, I’m going to walk down to Maggie’s shop and surprise her. We already have plans for dinner tonight,” he said and gave her a bashful look. “But if you’d like me to cancel so we can spend more time together…”

      “Dad, no,” she said, hugging him. “You go surprise her and I’ll be fine. I’m glad we got to have lunch today and once I get my new schedule at work, maybe we can plan a dinner for the three of us so I can meet Maggie. How does that sound?”

      “That sounds like a very good plan.” He kissed her on the cheek and waved goodbye. For a moment, Piper wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. Ultimately, she drove back home where she spotted Logan driving the mower into the large storage barn. As soon as she parked her car, she walked like a woman on a mission.

      And she was.

      She never really expected him to honor their bet. It was all in good fun and she wasn’t planning on holding him to it. The fact that he came and did it just made him even more attractive to her.

      Something she didn't think was possible.

      He wasn’t at the Vault last night so their last conversation was Saturday night when things got a little heated.

      And not in the good way.

      When she stepped into the wide-open doors of the shed, it took a minute for her to see him. The building was really more like a barn and it wasn’t well lit, but once he stepped out of the shadows, she couldn’t help but stare. He was currently shirtless and in a pair of faded blue jeans and looked sexier than any man had a right to. Using his T-shirt as a towel, he wiped his face and chest as he walked across the space. Piper must have made a sound because Logan suddenly stopped and looked at her.

      Her legs felt shaky and her throat went dry, and yet she was able to force herself to say a soft, “Hey.”

      His smile was slow and a little unsure and she knew he was probably feeling as nervous as she was. How was it possible they had spent less than a week together and yet she was inexplicably drawn to him? But as he slowly walked toward her, it seemed like he was experiencing the same thing.

      Piper stepped into the shed and met him halfway. “So, you mowed the property today, huh?”

      His laugh was low and husky and very sexy. “Yeah. I thought the ride-on mower would make it easy but…it was a bit more challenging than I expected.”

      Unable to help herself, she laughed. “Yeah, my dad was a little worried about you and how it was all going. I had to stop him several times from coming out and checking up on you.”

      “He’ll probably be cursing me tomorrow. I may have run over a couple of flower beds.”

      That just had her laughing harder. “You didn’t!”

      Nodding solemnly, he said, “I did. Nana is going to have a fit. I already called the nursery in town and replacement flowers will be here in the morning. Tell your father I’ll gladly meet him to help plant them.”

      She had a feeling her father would prefer if Logan stayed far away from the yard after this, but she didn’t want to be the one to tell him that, so she simply nodded.

      “So…I thought I’d see you last night,” she said shyly. “It felt weird having Grayson tending bar. He’s not nearly as talkative as you.”

      “Yeah, but he makes great drinks.”  Maybe it was Piper’s imagination, but it seemed like they were suddenly standing closer together.

      “Listen, I want to apologize for the other night. Once again, I pushed and…I really need to stop doing that. I barely know you so I have no right offering advice or opinions on what you do with your life.”

      “Piper…”

      “No, I’m serious, Logan. I know you’re only here for a few weeks and I have no idea how much longer I’ll be here and…I’d really rather spend that time enjoying your company rather than fighting with you.”

      Okay, this time she knew they were moving closer together because she could feel the heat of his body, could smell the sweat on him, and she liked it. Without thinking, her hand reached up and rested on his chest. It was quite possibly the boldest thing she had ever done, but now that she knew what she wanted from him, she didn’t want to waste another minute.

      Swallowing hard, she looked up at him and gasped at the heat she saw in his gaze.

      The need.

      “Logan,” she whispered as he lowered his head. They were a breath apart and she was straining to close the distance when he pulled back. “Logan?”  He took a step back and her heart sank.

      He raked both hands through his hair and let out a long breath before he looked at her. “I need to know, Piper. I need to know that you’re sure–that you don’t think this is a mistake.”

      And if it were possible, that one statement had her falling a little in love with him. She moved until she was practically pressed up against him, and her hand went back to his chest. “I’m very sure. As a matter of fact, I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.”

      “Thank God,” he murmured before claiming her lips. The kiss was slow and tentative–like he was being overly cautious to give her time to really be sure.

      She didn’t need time.

      She was completely sure.

      Wrapping her arms around him, Piper pulled him in close until they were pressed together from head to toe and it felt glorious. She was the one to deepen the kiss–the one to stroke his tongue, the one to nip at his bottom lip–and his growl of satisfaction spurred her on.

      He maneuvered them across the room where there was a bench in the far corner. Lowering them, Logan positioned her in his lap as his hands gently grasped and squeezed her ass. His hands were large and felt incredible and all she could do was imagine how they’d feel touching her all over.

      His mouth left hers and kissed and licked and nipped at her throat, the delicate shell of her ear, and her jaw before claiming her lips again. It was making her crazy because she wanted more–more touching, more exploring, more…everything. She was shamelessly rubbing against him and knew if they didn’t stop soon, she’d beg him to make love to her right here in the shed.

      And as wild as she was feeling, she wasn’t sex-in-the-shed wild.

      Logan must have sensed her frustration because he broke the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. “Come out with me tonight,” he said breathlessly. “Let me take you out on a proper date. Please.”

      As if she could possibly say no.
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set and they were driving along the coast, heading back to his place. Logan couldn’t help but regret that he hadn’t made dinner for them at home. If he had, they would be naked and exhausted right now and it would be heaven.

      Soon.

      He knew he could wait and that Piper was worth it, but after the way she had responded to him in the shed, it was hard to think about anything else. When he glanced over at her in her little black dress that showed a whole lot of bare, tanned legs, it made him think about taking it off of her and having said legs wrapped around his waist.

      Soon.

      They had a fantastic dinner at one of his favorite seafood places on the water just thirty minutes out of King Harbor and they had both opted to skip dessert. The sultry look Piper had given him told him that she was just as anxious to leave as he was. Without conscious thought, he reached over and rested his hand on her knee. Her skin was warm and smooth and he couldn’t wait to feel more of it.

      She turned her head and looked at him with a serene smile on her face. “Thank you for dinner. I’ve always wanted to try The Atlantique but never could afford it.”

      “It was my pleasure.” And the thing was, she told him earlier that she would have been fine going to the diner or even one of the chain restaurants in town. She wasn’t like the women he usually dated and he realized just how much he had been missing out on by dating shallow women. Most of his dates contained lots of superficial conversation followed by mutually satisfying sex that left him feeling a little…unsatisfied.

      Well, maybe not completely unsatisfied, but there was never any real connection.

      He had a feeling it wasn’t going to be like that with Piper.

      For starters, he genuinely liked her. He enjoyed talking with her, playing games with her, and laughing with her. Hell, he almost didn’t mind fighting with her, either, because she challenged him and made him think in ways no one else ever had.

      Piper Stewart was the total package and he couldn’t wait to get her home and see what other surprises she had in store for him.

      No doubt it was going to be spectacular.

      “You’re awful quiet over there,” she said, breaking into his thoughts.

      Should he tell her what he was thinking?

      Yes…

      Glancing over at her, he said, “I was thinking how I can’t wait to get you home. So far this has been the perfect night and I’m dying to know how the night’s going to end.”

      “Hmm,” she said softly. “When you say get me home, are you referring to dropping me off at my house, or are we going to yours?”

      Was she serious?

      “Uh…I was really hoping you’d want to come back to my place.” He paused and looked at her again, careful to keep his eye on the road too. “No pressure, Piper, but after that kiss earlier…”

      “I had planned on going home with you,” she said and he was a little shocked at her honesty. “I even told my father not to wait up.”

      “Oh, God…”

      “Relax, Logan. I’m a grown woman and…well…I just found out today that my father has a girlfriend so I think he was a little relieved I wasn’t going to be home tonight.”

      “I don’t even know what to say to that.”  She went so quiet that he thought he had been too bold, but she rested her hand on top of his and gently guided it up her leg a bit. Another glance at her. “You’re killing me. You know that, right?”

      “Just offering a little motivation for you to get us home faster.”

      And as his foot pressed down harder on the gas, he prayed he wouldn’t get a speeding ticket.

      Beside him, he heard her low, husky laugh, and it was all he could do not to pull over and simply get a taste of her right here, right now. His hands were shaking and he felt a little out of his element. There were plenty of women he’d been attracted to–plenty he’d been more than a little anxious to sleep with–but Piper Stewart had him feeling all those things and more. For some reason, he felt like there was a lot at stake here, like this wasn’t just a casual hookup, which was more than fine with him. She had mentioned earlier about them spending the rest of the time he was here in King Harbor together and he really liked the sound of that.

      And what about after?

      Yeah. That was new.

      Logan knew he had a short attention span where relationships were concerned. Part of it was because he tended to travel so much–and it was normally of his own making. No one really pushed him to go from office to office–from Maine to Boston to L.A. to Kentucky…when he got bored, he usually chose to change locations.

      Probably not the smartest decision, but…no one ever asked him to stay.

      Funny how that never registered with him until now. For all the women who flirted with him, chased him, and propositioned him, none questioned it when he moved on.

      Would Piper?

      Did he want her to?

      He mentally shook his head because it was way too soon to be thinking like that. Granted, the night had been damn-near perfect already and he had a feeling it would hit the perfection level before the night was through. Still, he had to wonder what was going on in her mind. His curiosity had been driving him crazy as he tried to imagine what changed her mind where they were concerned. How had she gone from think that kissing him was a mistake to…she wasn’t going home tonight?

      Does it even matter? She’s here, isn’t she?

      She was, but…there was something about it that wasn’t sitting quite right with him.

      They turned onto his block and Logan swiftly parked the car in his reserved spot. He was out of the car and assisting Piper in the blink of an eye. Just the touch of her hand in his had him ready to toss her over his shoulder like a caveman and haul her up to his apartment.

      This was really one of the main reasons he wanted his own place here in King Harbor–he would never would have felt comfortable doing this at the estate. There was no telling who was hanging out there lately and right now, he was thankful for the privacy his own apartment allowed.

      Neither spoke as they entered the building and got into the elevator. He was tempted to press her up against the wall and kiss her, but it seemed a little too clichéd.

      His body was humming with anticipation and by the time the elevator doors opened on his floor, he thought for sure that he was going to go insane. Grasping Piper’s hand in his, they both seemed to speed walk to his door. As soon as they were inside, he did what he was tempted to do only minutes ago.

      Piper’s back was against the wall and her hands were in his hair as he did his best to consume her. It was all teeth and tongues, a little wet, a little messy, and yet it was more of a turn-on than a kiss had ever been–including their first one only a few nights ago.

      He wanted to taste and touch her everywhere and from the way she was responding to him, she wanted that as well.

      But there was no way he was going to let that happen in the entryway. Logan let his hands glide down her back, over her perfect ass, and to the back of her thighs before he hauled her up. Those glorious legs of hers wrapped around his waist as he stalked across the room to the bedroom area. For days he had envisioned Piper sprawled out on his bed and he couldn’t wait for the reality of it.

      Gently, he lay her down and broke the kiss. He straightened and stared down at her. She was a beautiful mess–her dress twisted and bunched up at the top of her thighs and exposing a pair of hot pink panties. His mouth instantly watered and he nearly ripped all the buttons off of his shirt in his haste to get it off. Shoes and socks went next, followed by his belt before he all but dove onto the bed so he could kiss her again.

      Time lost all meaning and when they broke apart again, he was a little in awe of having her there with him. As he caught his breath, Logan reached up and gently caressed her cheek, her lips. He touched her hair and couldn’t seem to make himself stop. “I can’t believe you’re here with me,” he said, his voice a little gruff. “After the other night…”

      This time it was Piper’s hand reaching up. She placed a finger over his lips. “I told you, I was wrong. If I was honest with myself, I would have admitted I was tempted to stay. One kiss wasn’t nearly enough.” Then her smile went from sweet to sexy. “It’s still not.” Her hand moved from his lips to around his nape where she pulled him back down to her and kissed him senseless.

      After that, it was hard to say who was seducing whom. Clothes fell away as they rolled from one side of the bed to the other and by the time he had her naked, he had to force himself to simply pull back and take in the sight of her.

      She was perfect–all lush curves and soft skin. He was a man who appreciated a woman’s body, but he’d never found himself speechless over the sight of one. There were no words to describe how beautiful he found her or how sexy she was. They all sounded lame in his head. Piper reached out a hand to him and her smile was small and a little hesitant.

      “Logan?”

      He realized all his quiet staring had probably come off as being weird and maybe she thought he didn’t like what he saw.

      Then he’d just have to show her, wouldn’t he?

      Slowly, he let his hand trail from her slim ankle up her calf and to the sensitive spot behind her knee. He watched her shiver and a slow smile crossed his lips. Up further, he gently tickled her inner thigh until her legs spread slightly. It was hard not to linger there, but his hand continued its journey upward. He stopped to marvel at her full breasts and that’s when he leaned forward and spent some time licking and kissing them until she was squirming beneath him–panting his name.

      Biggest. Turn-on. Ever.

      Lifting his head, he looked down at her. “Tell me what you want, beautiful.”

      “I want more, Logan,” she said, her voice a breathless whisper. “And I want it all with you.”

      He knew his smile grew and he felt like the luckiest man in the world because this woman–this beautiful woman–not only wanted him, but she trusted him. And that meant more than anything else ever would.

      “That’s good, because I want to give you so much more,” he said, nuzzling her neck. “And I want to give it to you all night long.”

      Piper’s arms and legs wrapped around him and pulled him in close as she whispered in his ear, “Then what are you waiting for?”

      Hell if he knew, but now that he knew she was ready, he’d give her everything he had.

      And more.
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      It should have been awkward.

      But it wasn’t.

      She should have been looking for excuses to leave.

      But she didn’t.

      And as Logan approached the bed wearing nothing but a pair of dark boxers and carrying a tray piled high with breakfast foods, she felt pretty damn content.

      Not only was the man an attentive lover, but he cooked too.

      Yeah, falling in love with Logan Blackthorne would not be a hardship.

      She had to stop thinking things like that! This wasn’t about falling in love. This was about having herself a little fling before she moved away and started her career and began her search for someone to spend the rest of her life with. This little break from her norm was a distraction–a great distraction but still a distraction. And there was no way she could regret it.

      Especially not after the night they just shared.

      It was a good thing she had the day and night off again today because at some point, she was going to need to catch up on some sleep. There had been very little of that last night and while she hadn’t missed it at the time, she knew it was going to catch up with her later on.

      Logan placed the tray over her lap and Piper pulled the sheet up to cover her breasts while she ate.

      “Now that is a shame,” he said as he carefully sat down beside her. “Don’t cover them up on my account.”

      She swatted his arm playfully before reaching for the mug of coffee on the tray. “Hush. A gentleman would have offered me a shirt or something to put on.”

      He nipped at her shoulder before kissing it. “It’s a good thing I never said I was a gentleman.”

      Laughing softly, she smiled at him before taking a sip of the coffee. “Mmm…a man who brews a good cup of coffee and makes breakfast? It’s like seeing a unicorn; I didn’t think they existed.”

      Settling in against the pillows, Logan laughed. “I’m not sure I like being compared to a unicorn, but I appreciate the compliment.” He reached for a fork and cut into the omelet he prepared for them. Holding up the fork, he gave her the first bite. “What do you think?”

      “Wow, that’s even better than the coffee. Where’d you learn to cook?”

      “It was more out of necessity. I got bored with takeout and decided to take a cooking class. It was really just the basics, but I’ve gotten pretty confident and always try to challenge myself a little more every time I cook. I’m no gourmet chef, but I’ll never starve either.”

      “Good for you!” She accepted another forkful and it truly was delicious. “I can cook, but it’s not something I overly enjoy doing. Back in college, I ate a lot of ramen and mac and cheese. I was on a tight budget and those became the staples of my diet. Being home means I’m eating better and I know once I accept a job, I’ll have a little more breathing room so I can eat like an adult.”

      Logan finally took a bite for himself before putting the fork down. “So where are these job offers? Anything promising?”

      Piper thought about the conversation she had with her father yesterday and didn’t feel right about broaching the subject with him right now. Hopefully she could just leave that part out.

      “I’ve got a couple of friends who are starting a company–a gaming company–and they’ve asked me to join them. It’s in Seattle and I’d be getting in on the ground floor with them, but…I’m not sure it’s the right fit.”

      “How come?”

      “I’ve gotten offers from bigger, more established companies, but they start you out like a glorified intern and…I can’t live like that. I’ve done my internships already and I should be able to get a job with regular hours and a paycheck. I mean, I have my master’s in game design, why would I accept an internship?”

      “Good for you for holding out then.” He paused. “So if these friends are offering you a real job and the other companies aren’t, then why not give it a chance? If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out. People change jobs all the time until they find one that fits.”

      “Sort of like what you’re doing,” she said, reaching for the fork and she wanted to kick herself for bringing up his situation again.

      “At least you have your choice narrowed down and fine-tuned. I’m still trying to figure it all out–you know, since I can’t take the helm.”

      “You really don’t know that for sure. You should probably sit and talk to your father about it. For all you know, no one else really wants it. Just because he’s grooming Trey to take over doesn’t mean he wants to.”

      “You don’t know my father. He’d never allow it.”

      “So where does that leave you? If you had to make a decision today, where would you place yourself?”

      Rather than answer, he took a long sip of his coffee and then took the fork from her hands and took another bite of the omelet.

      Piper took the hint.

      “I would feel bad leaving Michael and Eric. We’ve been friends since freshman year of college and we work really well together. I’d hate it if things didn’t work out and I had to quit. I’d risk losing two good friends.”

      “If they’re true friends, they’d want you to be happy and would understand if you needed to leave to find a job you’re better suited for.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No maybes about it. Friends–real friends–want you to be happy, even if it means walking away from a job with them.”

      “Speaking from experience?”

      He shook his head and placed the fork back down. “Nah, not personal experience, just common knowledge.”

      “What if…what if the real issue is that I don’t trust that they really know what they’re doing? Like they’re not smart enough or disciplined enough or have enough business savvy to make it work?” And dammit, she hated how she brought that up too!

      Bad sleep-deprived brain!

      For a moment, he didn’t say anything, just drank his coffee. Then he placed his mug down and looked at her. “I could probably talk to them–feel them out, if you’d like.”

      Piper’s eyes went wide.

      “I don’t know anything about the gaming industry, but I know a lot about businesses and if you think they’d show me their business plan, I’d be more than happy to take a look at it and offer any insight or advice I can.”

      “Logan…oh my God…really?”

      He nodded.

      “I don’t…I mean…I don’t want you to feel like you have to or that I’m pressuring you to…”

      “Um…I’m the one who brought it up, so I realize you’re not pressuring me.” He placed a soft kiss on the tip of her nose before he reached for the tray and lifted it off of her. Scooting off the bed, he put it on the floor before lying back down on the bed beside her where he gently tugged at the sheet, exposing her breasts. “But if you wanted to tell me how grateful you are…”

      Leaning in, he began to kiss the swell of her breasts before flicking his tongue against her nipple. Her back arched and she let out a soft gasp. He had a very talented mouth and there was no way she was going to tell him to stop. Couldn’t. Possibly ever.

      Her hands raked through his hair as she held him close and slid down the pillows until she was lying beneath him.

      It was a great place to be.

      And before she knew it, they were right back to where they were for most of the night.

      She could sleep later.

      Much later.
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        * * *

      

      Logan stared at the computer screen but everything just sort of blurred in front of him. He used to be able to stay up all night and then work the next day without any problems, but today it was kicking his ass. Nothing was making sense and his attention span was crap. Leaning back in his seat, he yawned and decided a cup of coffee–or three–was in order. He was almost out the office door when his phone rang. Glancing down at the screen, he saw his father’s number and cursed. He was definitely not in the mood to talk to him right now, but Logan knew he’d just keep calling.

      Walking back to the desk, he sat down. “Hey, Dad. How are you?”

      “I hear you’re back up in King Harbor,” Graham Blackthorne stated. His father wasn’t particularly warm and loving with his family. He tended to talk to everyone as if they were business associates.

      Which was a large reason why his mother had taken off and still hadn’t come home.

      “I am,” he said, forcing a cheeriness into his voice that he wasn’t particularly feeling. “Every year at this time, I come and cover for Charles.” He paused. “So what’s up?”

      “I don’t know why you insist on doing that, Logan. There are people we pay to run the bar and it’s a bit beneath you to be there doing it. You’re a Blackthorne and we don’t work in pubs tending bar.”

      Rolling his eyes, he slouched belligerently in his chair. “I’m not just tending bar, Dad. Right now I’m in the office going over contracts we have with suppliers and earlier today we worked on updating the menu. Tomorrow I have a meeting with…”

      “I’ve been patient long enough,” his father said, as if Logan wasn’t in the middle of speaking. “All of your brothers and your cousins have found their places and have their careers. I’m tired of you drifting around and not taking life seriously.”

      Mentally counting to ten, Logan knew it was best to think before he spoke. “I happen to take life very seriously, Dad. Just because I don’t have an office on the fifty-third floor with my name on the door doesn’t mean I’m slacking off or anything. I do a lot for this company…”

      “And you could be doing more!” Graham snapped. “I’m done waiting for you to make a decision. I’ve been too soft on you and that’s over now. You have until the end of the month to decide where it is that you will put your name on a door.”

      Sitting straight up, he asked, “Or what?” He was thankful his voice sounded so calm because right now he was seething with rage.

      “Or I’ll pick a position for you and make sure you honor it. I will not have you making a laughingstock out of me by continuing to flit around from place to place. Your great-grandparents did not work to build this empire so you can spend their money and make no contributions. You’ll do what is expected of you and show some respect for this family.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to remind his father how he was the one who wasn’t showing respect to the family by the way he was behaving. There had never been a divorce in the Blackthorne family and if his father didn’t step up and make things right in his own marriage, he’d be the laughingstock of the family.

      But he opted not to bring up that sore subject.

      At least not now.

      “Do I make myself clear, Logan?”

      So many thoughts raced around in his mind. He wanted to yell and scream and fight this out, but no one fought with the great Graham Blackthorne and won.

      Least of all him.

      “Yes.”

      “Excuse me, what was that?” And yeah, the son of a bitch was goading him.

      “Yes, sir,” he said.

      “Good. I expect to hear from you before the end of the month.”

      The office phone rang and Logan had never been more thankful for a distraction in his life. “I need to go, Dad. I’ve got a call coming in.”

      “You’ll do well to remember that you don’t need to be the one answering those calls. Get one of the managers to handle this stuff and get yourself back to Boston. I’ll have my assistant email you some reports that might help you with your decision. Maybe if you take this a little more seriously and do your research, it will make it easier for you to pick a division. Of course, I can’t guarantee you’ll start at the top–chances are you’ll come in as a junior executive and work your way up.”

      Awesome. Way to make it even less appealing.

      The phone continued to ring and Logan finally huffed, “I really need to take this call, Dad. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      He hung up before his father could respond.

      Tossing his cell phone onto the desk, he was relieved that someone else answered the call because he wasn’t sure he could handle a civil conversation right now.

      Jumping to his feet, he began to pace and fought the urge to throw something. He knew his father was getting impatient with him, but he never thought it would come to this. There was no way he was going to let the old man force a career on him that he didn’t want. How the hell was he supposed to make a decision about his life when he was freaked out? And making a rash decision could make him miserable and then what could he do?

      Racking his brain, he tried to think of who he could possibly talk to about this, otherwise he’d go crazy.

      “Ross,” he murmured. Not that long ago, his daredevil brother crashed his car during a race. That’s when their father put his foot down and tried to force him to give up his racing career and take a place within the company. Basically, the old man wanted Ross to prove himself within the company before he’d give his approval for him to race again. It wasn’t pretty and he knew Ross had a lot of resentment about it for a long time.

      While he was still revved up and angry, he grabbed his phone, pulled Ross’s number up and hit send.

      “Hey, Bro,” Ross said as he answered the phone. “To what do I owe the honor?”

      It was the perfect comment to break Logan from the negative wave he was riding. “I need to vent,” he said.

      “Oh God, what did Dad do now?”

      Logan described the brief phone call and how it ended and then sat back down behind the desk. “What is his deal?” he asked. “I mean, it’s not like I’m traveling the world and pissing away money. I work and I work hard!”

      “I wish I knew,” Ross said with a weary sigh. “You know he’s a control freak who is all about appearances. I’m sure someone asked what it is that you’re doing and it got him all worked up. These days it doesn’t take much, you know?”

      “Yeah, but…maybe he should spend a little less time worrying about my life–all of our lives–and maybe work on getting his own life straightened out.”

      “Believe it or not, I think this is a distraction for him. Like by riding all of us over one trivial thing or another, he won’t have to think about Mom and what a mess that whole situation is.”

      It kind of made sense, but didn’t make Logan feel any better.

      “Still, he needs to back the hell off because I’m not going to get trapped in some job I hate because he needs a whipping boy. Not gonna happen.”

      “Okay, let me ask you something–and don’t get all pissy with me,” Ross said cautiously. “But…what is it you want to do? By now you’ve got to have some idea where you feel like you fit. I mean…what are you waiting for?”

      “I wish it were that easy.”

      “It can be. Just…decide. Take the control away from Dad and know that you stayed in control.”

      “Some days, I think I know what I want and where I want to be,” Logan explained. “I get confident and ready to just lay it out there to Dad and then…I feel like I can play out the entire conversation scenario in my head and it always ends up with him telling me no.”

      “What is it you want?”

      Did he want to share that with his brother?

      No.

      “It doesn’t matter, but everything else–all the other options available–I can’t see myself doing any one of them for the rest of my damn life. I’d go crazy!”

      “Oh, I know that feeling. Believe me.”

      “I was talking with Piper the other night and she mentioned the possibility of me doing something that wasn’t…you know…Blackthorne-related.”

      “Wait…Piper?”

      Oops. He didn’t mean to mention her.

      “Uh, yeah. Piper Stewart. You know…”

      “Yeah, Connor’s daughter. Since when do you hang out with her?”

      “What the hell’s wrong with Piper? Don’t tell me you’re a snob just like Dad and are going to tell me that hanging out with the groundskeeper’s daughter is beneath me because let me tell you something, Bro, you have no right…”

      “Logan! Holy shit man, you are spiraling out of control!” Ross interrupted. “I wasn’t saying there’s anything wrong with Piper or that I thought she was beneath anyone. All I meant was I didn’t think you two really knew each other, that’s all. Sheesh, unclench dude.”

      He took a minute to compose himself, wiping a hand over his face. “Uh, yeah. Sorry.”

      Ross chuckled. “So, you and Piper, huh?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Not gonna happen. You might as well just admit it now.” He paused. “Wait, didn’t you just get into town?”

      He explained how Piper was working at the Vault part-time and how they started hanging out.

      “You didn’t even recognize her? Damn. That’s bad. I’m surprised she wanted to give you the time of day after that. We’ve known her our entire lives. She couldn’t have changed that much.”

      And that’s when it hit him that she really hadn’t changed much.

      Making him feel even worse about that part of their history.

      “She just wasn’t on my radar that night and yeah, I know it makes me sound bad, but once I put two and two together, we were cool.”

      “O-kay, so…what, you guys just hanging out at work and talking or are you getting involved with her?”

      “It’s really none of your business,” he said with a little more snap than he intended.

      “So you’re sleeping with her,” Ross stated, clearly amused.

      “Can we focus on why I called? This situation with Dad is out of control! Maybe we all need to sit him down and confront him?”

      Ross’s initial response was a snort of derision. “Please, how do you think something like that would go? The great Graham Blackthorne is never wrong and no one should challenge him–least of all his family.” He paused again. “And nice deflection, by the way. You almost got away with neither confirming nor denying where you’re at with Piper.”

      “And I’m still not,” Logan said, his tone a little lighter than it was a minute ago. But then something hit him. “Maybe Piper was onto something though.”

      “You mean other than you?” Ross said with a chuckle.

      “Dude, grow up. I’m being serious.”

      “Okay, go on.”

      “What if I did decide to go into something not directly related to Blackthorne? What if I decided to…I don’t know…turn the Vault into a chain? Or…or…I don’t know, anything else I can think of!”

      “First off, that’s not a half bad idea about the Vault. But you know Dad’s going to have a say in that and it will probably piss you off and take some of the fun out of it for you.”

      “You think so?”

      “Remember when Jason was starting up his production company? Remember what a hard-ass Dad was?”

      He groaned. “Yeah.”

      “Granted, Jason was starting up something completely new and different. With the Vault, you already have the business blueprint and…I would imagine…you’d just be replicating what is already there.”

      “Probably, but I really haven’t given this any thought at all. I was just throwing something out there.”

      “Well, it was a good idea and you should think on it some more.”

      “Listen, Ross, I’m not sure…”

      “Logan, I hate to cut you short, but I’ve got a video call I need to make. Call me later if you want and we can talk about this Vault thing some more, okay?”

      And then he was gone and Logan slowly placed his phone back on the desk.

      Open up another Vault? Could that really be a thing? Where would he even do it? How many locations would he try to open?

      Yawning loudly, he forced himself to stand and stretch, remembering the coffee he had wanted to get for himself before his father’s call. For the time being, he was going to push all thoughts of opening whisky bars aside and focus on the things he needed to accomplish today. Piper wasn’t working tonight and if they were well-staffed, he was going to cut out early and maybe grab some sleep and see if she wanted to come over again tonight.

      And man did he hope she did.

      He knew they were going to be explosive together–had known it when he kissed her for the first time. But he hadn’t expected to still feel this strongly about her–like he craved her in all ways and not just sexually.

      Although he certainly wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to make love to her as many times as she wanted.

      Their conversations made him think, her laughter made him smile, and just thinking about the sex made him hard.

      Glancing at his watch, he wondered how soon he could leave and go home. Striding from the office, he saw the lunch staff was in full-swing and then made his way back to the kitchen where Charles’s assistant manager Dave was taking inventory to place an order with their produce supplier. Rather than bother him, he checked the schedule that was posted near the door to the kitchen and saw they were actually overstaffed tonight.

      Was that necessary? Was there a large party coming in or something he didn’t know about? Not wanting to waste any time, he walked over to Dave and smiled.

      “Hey, Logan. What can I do for you?” The man was easily twice as old as him and took his job seriously. It was admirable, but sometimes he wished the guy would lighten up a little.

      “I noticed we’re overstaffed tonight. Is that the norm?”

      “We got a call earlier for a large dinner group so I wanted to make sure we had enough servers on hand to handle it. I hope that’s all right.”

      Nodding, Logan said, “It’s fine. I was just curious.” He paused and considered the best way to say what he had to say. “Actually, I was thinking of cutting out a little early, but only if you don’t need me here.”

      Dave seemed to visibly relax. “I don’t see a problem with that. You’ve been here almost every day from open to close so you deserve a night off. Plus, you are the boss.” He offered a small smile. “And don’t worry, we’ve got it all under control. We’ve got some of our best servers on tonight.”

      “I appreciate it, Dave.” Looking around the kitchen, he said, “Then I think I’m going to grab some of the bisque and head out.” He yawned and silently cursed himself. With a nervous laugh, he said, “I had meant to grab some coffee, but maybe I just need to go home and sleep for a little while.”

      “Tell you what, you go finish up what you need to do and I’ll have the chef put together a dinner bag for you that includes the bisque and some of tonight’s special.”

      “What’s the special?”

      “Sea scallops with brown butter served with risotto and fresh asparagus. I tasted some earlier and it’s fantastic.”

      Before he could change his mind, Logan said, “Ask him to make enough for two and I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He turned to leave the kitchen, but looked back at Dave. “And thanks, Dave!”

      Back in the office, he checked his emails and made sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. Then he grabbed his phone and quickly typed out a text to Piper.

      Logan: Hey, beautiful. You free for dinner?

      Less than a minute later, Piper responded.

      Piper: As a matter of fact, I am. Dad’s going out with his girlfriend again and I was just planning on making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches because I’m still tired. 😉

      Laughing, he wrote back:

      Logan: Same. Minus the PB&J. I’m bringing dinner home with me and there’s enough for two. I’m leaving here in about 30 minutes. Feel free to join me any time after that.

      Piper: Can I bring anything?

      Logan: Got any slinky lingerie?

      Piper: LOL! Don’t be such a guy…

      Logan: But you seemed to enjoy that about me last night.

      Piper: Hmm…you have a point. I’ll see what kind of slinky stuff I can find.

      Logan: Or just bring nothing at all. I like you naked too.

      Piper: Such. A. Guy.

      Before he could even form a comeback, another text from her came through.

      Piper: Will there be brownies or some sort of chocolate for dessert?

      Logan: I was planning on having you for dessert.

      Piper: Really? But what ever will I have???

      Logan: I have a few suggestions.

      Piper: I thought you might. And I’ll let you tell me all about them when I see you later. Say around 5? I’ve got some things to do around here first.

      Logan: Sounds good. I’m going home to nap so I don’t fall asleep during dinner.

      Piper: LOL! See you later!

      And just like that, he felt happier than he had since she went home this morning. Grabbing his keys, he walked out and locked the office before searching the kitchen for the most decadent dessert they had.
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      For a week, Piper spent every night with Logan at his place.

      And he wasn’t hating it.

      She had just left to go home and he already missed her. Wandering around his apartment, he sipped his coffee and thought about what was going on in his life. He hadn’t spoken to his father again since their terse conversation a week ago, but it was still there in the back of his mind reminding him that time was running out on that whole situation.

      The time he was spending with Piper was an amazing distraction and yet…more than a distraction. For starters, no woman ever spent the night at his place. He was a bit of a freak about his privacy and his personal space and yet he never even gave it a thought where she was concerned. The nights she was working at the Vault, he stayed and worked until closing so they could leave together and the nights she wasn’t working, he took off.

      If anyone noticed the coincidence, they didn’t say anything–not that it would matter to him. His personal life wasn’t open for discussion with anyone until he decided he wanted to talk about it. And with Piper, he was enjoying their privacy. He wasn’t ready to share her and what they had with anyone.

      Probably because you have no idea what this is.

      Yeah, there was that.

      They were enjoying each other and he was more than okay with it, but…he was starting to feel things he’d never felt before. He enjoyed talking with her and hanging out with her just as much as he enjoyed sleeping with her. The thought of leaving here in another week or so and going back to Boston–or wherever it was his father planned on sticking him–left him feeling cold and empty.

      And no, the two weren’t related.

      Logan was smart enough to know he wasn’t simply dreading leaving Piper because of the situation with his father. He was able to compartmentalize the two. Still, he knew that ending what they had was going to bother him more than when he ended any other relationship because he genuinely liked her.

      A lot.

      And it scared the hell out of him.

      Was she feeling it too? Did the fact that they had an expiration date bother her at all? For some reason, he thought she would have mentioned something about it by now, but she never did. They had talked about the argument he had with his father and the ultimatum he was given, but she never brought up what it all meant for them. Shouldn’t she have done that by now? Should he?

      Letting out a long breath, he walked over and stared out the window overlooking the town. Coming to King Harbor was usually a bit of a reprieve for him–he loved the time he spent here growing up and loved being involved with the running of the Vault. But how was it going to be the next time he came back and Piper wasn’t here? Or worse, if she was and they were no longer involved and she was with somebody else?

      Jealousy hit him like a punch to the gut and he had no idea what to do about it.

      Off in the distance, his phone rang and when he reached for it and saw her name, he couldn’t help but smile.

      “Miss me already?” he said as he answered the phone.

      “Aww…does somebody need his ego stroked again?” she cooed, and he felt himself blushing as he remembered some of the other stroking she’d done earlier.

      “Maybe,” he teased. “But it can wait until later. So what’s up?”

      “Well…remember when you said you’d be willing to look at my friends’ business plan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I have plans to talk to them this afternoon and I was going to mention it to them, but I didn’t want to just assume you still wanted to do it.”

      “Piper, I already told you…”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know. I just still feel a little weird about it, that’s all.”

      “Why?”

      He heard her sigh before she spoke. “I’m not hanging out with you to get favors or preferential treatment and I don’t want anyone thinking that,” she said quietly.

      “Has anyone said anything to you?” he asked, a bit more defensively than he wanted.

      “Some of the people at work noticed how…you know…we spend a lot of time together.”

      Muttering a curse, he began to pace. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “No! Logan, please don’t. It will only make things worse. I’m just…” She paused and sighed again. “I just don’t want things to be awkward, that’s all.”

      This was the perfect opening for him to ask what it was they were doing–what it was she thought they were doing–but ultimately, he chickened out. She seemed to have enough on her plate without him adding to it right now.

      “It won’t be. I promise.”

      “Okay.” Another pause. “So…I’ll talk to the guys and have them send the stuff to me and I’ll forward it to you. Will that work?”

      “They can just send it directly to me,” he offered. “No sense in making it more complicated.”

      “If it’s all right with you, I’d prefer to be the middleman. I don’t want them bugging you on this.”

      Something about the way she said it didn’t sit right with him, but he tucked it away to discuss later.

      Among other things.

      “Um…sure. That’s fine. Whatever you think is best.”

      “I really appreciate this, Logan. Maybe once I get your feedback, I’ll feel a little more settled one way or the other about Seattle.”

      That’s right–she was going to move to the other side of the country. The only time he usually went to the West Coast was to go to L.A. to see his cousin Jason. No way could he coincidentally opt to see her as part of that trip.

      Then again, he still had no idea if she’d even want to see him after she moved.

      Ugh…why am I being like this?!

      “I need to go,” she was saying. “I’m going to have lunch with my dad and do this call with the guys and try to get some work done on a new game.”

      Wait…she was working on another game? Why hadn’t she mentioned that?

      “Are you still planning on coming over tonight? I know you’re not working with me, but I thought…”

      “Yeah, of course! I should have things wrapped up after dinner. I already told my dad we’d eat together tonight.”

      “I don’t want to take you away from time with your father, Piper. If you already made plans with him…”

      “It’s fine. Seriously. I’m planning on making some stew in the Crock-Pot and he knows I was planning on going out after we were done.”

      “And what about this new game? I don’t want to interfere if you’re deep in designing mode…”

      She laughed. “I’ll set a timer and make sure I step away from it and eat dinner and get to your place when you’re done working. Plus, then maybe you can look over this plan and we can talk about it.”

      Was it wrong how he was wildly disappointed that she wanted to spend the night talking about business plans and projections?

      “Sure. I’ll text you when I’m leaving.”

      “Great! And thanks again, Logan.”

      She hung up and for a moment, all he could do was stare at his phone. He hated how people at work were making comments and wondered if he should say something even though she asked him not to. He hated gossip and lately his family had been dealing with way too much of it. Why couldn’t everyone just mind their own damn business? And why did they feel the need to say anything out loud?

      Right now, he knew he wanted to call a staff meeting and tell everyone to keep their thoughts and comments to themselves. And if they didn’t, they could find new jobs.

      It took all of three seconds for him to realize that wasn’t the right approach.

      For now, he’d honor her request and not say anything to anyone, but if he happened to hear anyone saying anything, all bets were off.

      Collapsing down on his sofa, Logan wished his life were a lot less complicated and wondered just when that was going to happen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’m going to share your business plan with a friend,” Piper said several hours later. She was video chatting with Michael and Eric and the looks on their faces were wary.

      “Why?” Michael asked.

      “I told you guys all of this before. I really want to move forward and work with you, but…there are still some things I’m concerned about. Namely, your lack of basic business knowledge. We need someone to step in and advise on what we’re doing! This isn’t new information!”

      Michael went to speak, but Eric stopped him. “Okay, we get that, but…who are you bringing in to look at our stuff? We don’t want someone stealing our plans and then going off and starting their own business. That’s not cool, Piper. How do we know we can trust this person?”

      The last thing she wanted to do was say it was her boyfriend–or…temporary boyfriend. So she went for the more generic description.

      “He’s an old family friend. His family started their business back in the 1800s and it’s still profitable and growing today. Not only that, but his entire family has…well, the only way to describe it is like an empire. They’re involved in many different businesses and Logan’s worked in all of them. I’m not saying you have to hire him or listen to everything he says, but it’s a starting point.”

      They both stared at her like they weren’t fully on board with what she was saying.

      “Just…give him a chance. If you don’t like what he says or recommends, then you don’t have to do anything. He’s willing to look at the plan and I’ll be right there with him so…no one’s stealing anyone’s plans.”

      “I guess it couldn’t hurt,” Michael said. “But what does he know about a gaming company? If he has no clue about what we do…”

      “Some of this is just the basics,” she replied. “He’s not going to try to tell you how to make games or what kind of games to sell. This is strictly on the business end of things. Financing, marketing, um…helping you figure out what you can afford to spend on things like payroll, insurance, and stuff like that. I really think this is going to be a good thing.”

      “Fine,” Eric said with a bit of annoyance. “I’ll email everything over to you. But I think it’s pretty crappy that you still don’t trust us.”

      Piper had this conversation with them so many times that she couldn’t believe they were having it again. “How many game designers are you going to hire?” she asked.

      “Uh…not sure,” Eric said.

      “And how many computers will you be providing for those designers?” She knew for a fact that these were expensive–especially with the investment of all the software they were going to need. “You know you’re going to have to stay up-to-date with the latest systems and software, right?”

      “Well…yeah.”

      “And what about health insurance? Surely you’re going to offer that.” She paused. “I wonder what the rent is like for office space in Seattle? I imagine it’s not cheap.”

      “Okay, we get the point, Piper!” Now it was Michael who was annoyed. “And for your information, we’ve been looking into some office spaces and found several that will work for us!”

      “Great! How much?” she asked, knowing she was being a little forward. After all, she wasn’t the one paying the rent.

      “Eight thousand a month,” Eric said, smiling. “And it’s awesome! Over three thousand square feet. We can skateboard across the place if we want and have a basketball hoop set up…”

      “This is why you need help!” she cried. “If you are just starting a business, you can’t spend that kind of money! I find it hard to believe there’s nothing cheaper available!”

      They went back and forth on the topic for several minutes before Piper decided she’d heard enough. The sooner Logan looked at this plan, the sooner someone could reel these two in. By the time she closed her laptop, her head was pounding and she was exhausted.

      Part of her worried about involving Logan in this situation at all–even if it was just basic advice. One of the reasons she didn’t tell the guys anything specific about Logan or his family was because she didn’t want them hitting him up for financing. They’d been fairly successful campaigning to raise funds, but the last thing she wanted was for Logan to feel obligated to help out beyond looking at the business plan.

      And it was actually pretty damn sweet of him to want to do it.

      So many things about him surprised her–like how down-to-earth he was, how funny he was, but more than anything, it was the vulnerability he was willing to share with her. When he told her about the conversation he had with his father, he wasn’t only upset because of the demands being placed on him, but mostly he was upset because he simply didn’t know what he wanted to do. She’d never met a man who was willing to admit such a thing and it only made him more attractive to her.

      She had gone into this relationship with him as a way of having a fling with a man she had always been attracted to, but the more time she spent with him, the more she realized she hadn’t done him justice by merely focusing on his looks.

      The one thing she had totally nailed was his reluctance to be in a relationship.

      And she didn’t think what they were currently doing qualified in his book.

      They both knew this was temporary. He was going to be leaving soon and going back to…whatever it was that the Blackthorne company dictated he do, and with any luck, she was going to find a job and be leaving King Harbor as well. Either way, it was highly doubtful their paths would cross again. It was something they hadn’t talked about, and Piper figured that was the way Logan preferred it. The last thing she wanted to do was be the one to bring it up and have things end sooner rather than later. If this was the only time she was ever going to have with him, she wanted to enjoy it till the bitter end.

      Way to be optimistic, Piper.

      But she couldn’t help it. Everyone knew Logan was a bit of a playboy who never dated any woman more than a handful of times. She supposed she should consider herself lucky that she appeared to be the exception to the rule, but she also knew why.

      At some point, they really had become friends, and she was thankful he hadn’t just done a one-night thing with her and moved on. It showed that he respected her and, in turn, it made her respect him too.

      The only issue was…she wanted more.

      With him.

      Yeah, she hadn’t seen that one coming at all.

      Piper had gone into this…fling…with her eyes wide open and somewhere along the line, she started having more than just sexual feelings for Logan. If he asked her to come with him to Boston or wherever it was he landed, she would seriously consider telling the guys she couldn’t accept the job and would start a new search in whatever city she and Logan moved to. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but she needed to acknowledge her feelings so she could deal with them.

      Even if Logan couldn’t.

      Or…if he never knew.

      Sighing, she got up off the couch and went to grab herself something to drink and to check on the stew that was simmering in the Crock-Pot. As much as she didn’t enjoy cooking, she didn’t mind cooking in the Crock-Pot. It smelled delicious and she felt good about making something for her father and not letting Logan feed her yet again. She’d tried everything on the menu at the Vault and, as delicious as it all was, she had a craving for some comfort food today.

      Not that she’d turn down anything Logan happened to bring home tonight. Late-night snacks were kind of her thing and when they involved fresh seafood, she definitely indulged.

      Then she planned on indulging in him.

      Just the thought of things they’d done–and the things he’d done to her–had her blushing and tingling all at the same time. They were completely in sync with each other and even though she enjoyed spending time doing other things than…well…each other, she had to say she looked forward to that point in the night when he would reach for her hand and lead her to his bed. She missed getting a full-night’s sleep, but she was fairly certain she’d more than make up for it once he left.

      Her heart ached at the thought.

      The easy way out was to just pretend she didn’t have feelings for him, to simply enjoy their time together and then have a pity party for herself when it was over.

      But she wasn’t someone who shied away from challenges.

      So where did that leave her?

      “Ugh…I have to talk to him about this,” she said, hoping that saying it out loud would prompt her to actually do it.

      She was about to think about what she was going to say when she saw Logan tonight when her father walked in the door and gave her a warm smile.

      “There’s my pretty Piper,” he said as he kicked off his work boots. “How was the rest of your day?”

      Where do I even begin?
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        * * *

      

      “Shoot! Shoot, Logan! Gah, what are you doing?”

      “I…am…trying!” he cried with frustration, suddenly feeling like he was all thumbs and nothing was working right. “I think…dammit!” Throwing his game controller down, he growled with frustration as he stood and stalked over to the kitchen. “This game hates me!” Pulling a beer from the refrigerator and a bottle of water for Piper, he took a minute to cool down.

      It didn’t matter what game they played, she kicked his ass and he was getting tired of it. He understood that gaming is Piper’s career, but how could she possibly be good at all of them?!

      When he walked back over to the sofa, he saw the knowing smirk on her face.

      “Yeah, I was pouting. Sue me,” he grumbled, handing her the bottle of water.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t be like that. We just haven’t found the right game for you yet,” she said sweetly, and with just a hint of condescension.

      And yet…he couldn’t hold it against her.

      “Piper, we’ve played sports games, shooter games, racing games, puzzles…we even played that Disney game for kids and I can’t win.” Sitting down beside her, he took a long pull of his beer. Resting his head back against the cushions, he turned and looked at her. “If I had a white flag, I’d be waving it right now.”

      With a soft chuckle, she leaned in and placed a soft kiss on his lips. “You just need more practice, that’s all.”

      “Or…we can find something else to do and just claim you as the champion.”

      “Stop. You beat me at pool, remember that?”

      “Hmm…” He paused. “I think we should start doing some of the things that I’m interested in and we’ll see how you do.”

      She gave him a bland look. “I thought that’s what we do every night after we finish gaming.”

      Such a sassy mouth, he thought as he leaned in and kissed her. And not just a peck on the lips like she had just given him; this was a conquering kiss–one that told her he was done playing. He didn’t want to talk about gaming or why it bothered him so much that she always won. Hell, he was done talking.

      Piper let out a small squeak of surprise when he scooped her up in his arms without breaking the kiss and carried her to his bed.

      “Logan,” she panted breathlessly when he broke the kiss, but whatever it was she was going to say turned to a moan as he lifted her shirt up and cupped her breasts.

      And Piper had some spectacular breasts.

      Hell, he could lie here and worship them all damn night.

      But he had other plans and they all involved pleasuring every inch of her.

      Her nails raked through his hair, scratching his scalp and he welcomed it. She was so damn responsive to his touch that he could bring her to the brink of exhaustion–which he had–and she still would react to even the tiniest of caresses.

      Soon he was back to kissing her lips as they both worked together to get undressed. There was an urgency to her tonight that he wanted to question, but he was too busy enjoying it. By the time he had her naked, he felt a little out of control himself. The need to take her and be taken by her warred within him and for the second time tonight, he suddenly felt like he was all thumbs.

      In between kisses, he began talking to her–breathlessly throwing out random phrases that he couldn’t seem to stop.

      And wasn’t sure he wanted to.

      “God, Piper…” He kissed her neck as her legs slowly wrapped around him. “You always feel so good. So soft.” Her hands anchored in his hair again and she brought his lips to hers and kissed him. It was one of those kisses that were deep and wet and so damn sexy that he swore he felt weak.

      Lifting his lips from hers, he began kissing his way down her body.

      “I think about you all the damn time,” he said between kisses. “All day. All night.” More kissing. “What are you doing to me?”

      Oh, God…shut up! Why are you talking?

      He quickly made his way back up to her mouth and knew the only way to shut himself up was to kiss her again. Piper was more than willing and her hands scratched up and down his back. She lingered and grabbed his ass before coming back up and pulling his hair to break the kiss. Her dark eyes were sexy and a little dazed as she looked at him, and he swore in that moment that he would never grow tired of looking at her.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, kissing her cheek. “So perfect.” A kiss on the tip of her nose. “You’re everything.”

      Say what now?

      Piper’s eyes grew wide at his words and rather than examining too closely why he was suddenly so damn chatty about his feelings toward her, he rolled them over so she was straddling him.

      Now there was a sight.

      His hands moved from her hips, up her rib cage, and back to her breasts. “Piper, I…I…”

      She leaned down until they were nose to nose. “Logan?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Less talking, more moving.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      No need to ask me twice…

      Crisis averted.
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      For the better part of the morning, Logan read over the business plan Piper had given him. He might not know a lot about the video game business–or how to play them apparently–but it seemed like these guys had a solid plan.

      They just had no idea how to execute it.

      Or all the funding they were going to need to make it happen.

      For whatever reason, Piper didn’t want him talking directly to her friends. If he had any questions, he could ask her and then she would relay them to the guys.

      That wasn’t going to work for him.

      It wasn’t hard to get phone numbers–both names and their contact information were in the proposal–but it would mean going against Piper’s wishes. There was a part of him that felt a bit guilty about going behind her back, but if he was going to be able to fully understand their business and offer advice on what it was they should be doing, he needed to talk to them directly and not through Piper.

      He was about to make the call when his phone rang.

      Nana.

      It was a little like divine intervention, because he knew he could talk to Nana about this and figure out the best way to handle it.

      “Hey, Nana,” he said, smiling. “How are you doing today?”

      “I’m bored and thought I’d take you up on your offer to go to lunch,” she stated in her usual, blunt way.

      He looked at his watch and saw it was five minutes to eleven and laughed softly. “I can’t guarantee I’ll be there to pick you up in the next five minutes,” he teased. “You sure you’ll be okay eating a late lunch today?”

      “I had some fruit and crackers a little while ago, just in case.”

      “That’s my girl!” Looking around, he knew there wasn’t anything he had to do before he left. He had already showered and was dressed to head into work so… “How about I pick you up in twenty minutes?”

      “Make it fifteen and you’ve got a deal.”

      He laughed again. “Okay, fifteen it is. I’ll see you then. Love you!”

      “Love you too, baby boy,” she said before hanging up.

      All the files were on his laptop and there was still more he wanted to look over, but it would have to wait until after lunch. If he took Nana to lunch at the Vault, he’d still have to drive her home afterward. He grabbed it and figured he’d keep it in the car until after lunch. Then he’d simply go back to the Vault and make the call from his office.

      Unless Nana talked him out of it.

      Fifteen minutes later, he was helping her into his car and wished he had something a little higher off the ground for her. “You sure this is going to be okay? Maybe I can go grab the Range Rover from up at the big house or something.”

      “Oh, stop. Granted, this isn’t exactly easy, but you’re strong enough to haul me out of this thing when I need it, right?”

      “Um…yeah. Of course!”

      “Good. Now get in and let’s go. I’m starving,” she said, even as she primly smoothed down her floral dress.

      Only Nana…

      Sure enough, he had to practically lift her out of the car when they arrived, but they both got a good laugh out of it. Once they were inside, everyone came over to say hello to her and made a bit of a fuss over her–which she loved.

      Before their server could even go over the daily specials, Fiona was ordering. “I’m going to start with the crab cake appetizer. Then I want a cup of the corn chowder–and don’t bring them too close together. I need some time between courses.”

      Morgan looked at Logan and smiled before returning her attention to Fiona. “Okay, and what would you like for your main course?”

      “I’ll have the salmon BLT–extra B, okay?”

      “Nana, do you really think…”

      She smacked his arm without breaking eye contact with Morgan. “Don’t listen to him. Extra bacon and make sure it’s crispy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Morgan looked back at Logan. “And for you, Mr. Blackthorne?”

      “I’ll take the same. With the normal amount of bacon. Thanks, Morgan.”

      Once she was gone, he turned and smiled at his grandmother. “I’m glad you called today.”

      “Really?” she asked, seeming surprised.

      Nodding, he explained, “I have a slight moral dilemma and I’m hoping you can help me with it.”

      Her eyes lit up, clearly delighted that he was seeking her advice.

      “Okay, let’s hear it.”

      Logan did his best to explain the whole situation–from his offer to help to Piper wanting to be the go-between.

      “She must have her reasons, Logan. Maybe she doesn’t trust you.”

      “What?!” he cried, offended. “Why would you even think that? We’ve been spending a lot of time together! There’s no way Piper wouldn’t trust me. No way.”

      She shrugged. “Okay, then why do you think she put that stipulation in there?”

      But he was stumped. “I honestly don’t know.” Letting out a long breath, he studied his grandmother. She had more insight than people gave her credit for and he had never been anything but honest with her. “There’s no reason for Piper to hide anything from me. She should trust me.”

      Reaching over, Nana patted his hand. “I’m going to say something and you’re probably going to get a little huffy about it.”

      He was already dreading whatever she had to say.

      “Logan, you’re a fun, young man. You’re handsome and charming and not only do all the girls chase you, but men want to be your friend.”

      O-kay. Not hating this so far…

      “But..”

      Here we go…

      “You’re the good-time boy, the one people look to for a good time. You don’t take anything seriously–especially relationships with women. So if Piper doesn’t trust you, it’s probably because of your reputation. Ever thought of that?”

      “Wow. That was a little harsh,” he said quietly, not quite meeting her gaze.

      She squeezed his hand. “Of course, I could be wrong, but you have to think about the way others see you, Logan. I know your father is always saying how you don’t take things seriously. Especially where work is concerned.”

      Then, before he could stop himself, he told her about their latest confrontation on that topic.

      “I’m very aware that your father can be like a bull in a china shop sometimes. He’s not particularly eloquent when he has a point he’s trying to get across. On top of that, he’s stubborn. I don’t always agree with the way he handles things–like how he’s handling this situation with your mother–but deep down, he just wants what’s best for you. For all his sons and nephews.”

      “Does he? Because it seems like he’s more interested in what’s best for him. I don’t think he gives much thought to what we want.”

      “And what is it that you want?” she asked carefully. “You’re not getting any younger, my dear boy. This can’t come as a surprise that you have to pick a career.”

      “But I have one,” he argued. “Or…several. I go wherever I’m needed. I keep up with all the company reports and finances. I do presentations and schmooze clients and…”

      “It’s all pretty superficial, Logan. By now you should have some idea of where you want to be.”

      The conversations he and Piper had on this topic came to mind and he contemplated running her theory by Nana.

      Might as well throw it all out there while I’m at it…

      “I want the whole thing. I want to be the one to take over when Dad retires,” he stated and then sat back and waited for her response.

      “Interesting,” she said, and smiled up at Morgan as she served their appetizers. “Thank you, dear.” She took a small bite of her crab cake without even looking at him.

      How could she eat? They were in the middle of a major conversation. “Um…Nana?”

      “Hmm?” She placed her fork down and smiled. “I don’t care what anyone says, those are the best crab cakes I’ve ever had. I know this place is famous for the chowder, but these crab cakes are an absolute delight!”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, they’re delicious,” he murmured.

      With a frown, she faced him. “I knew you were going to get huffy.”

      “Could we please go back to what I told you? And can you please say something other than ‘interesting’?”

      “Why do you want that position, Logan? You barely have any responsibility now, so why would you want to make the leap to having all the responsibility? It doesn’t make sense!”

      “Because I know about all of our divisions,” he reasoned. “So it does makes sense!”

      “Not particularly. Trey is familiar with all the divisions and has been groomed to take your father’s place. After him, I would say Brock.” Then she gave him a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think it’s the right fit for you, and honestly, I think you’re choosing it as an easy out.”

      “What?!”  People were staring but he didn’t care. “How could you say that? Did Piper talk to you?”

      “No, she didn’t, but it’s fairly obvious. It’s a convenient option–now you don’t have to choose, you just want to oversee it all. And personally, I’m a little disappointed in you for it.”

      What was happening here? Why did no one understand why he wanted–no, deserved–that position?

      “Nana…”

      She held up a hand to stop him. “I’m serious, Logan. No one starts at the top. You have to work your way up. I know you don’t think it’s fair and being the youngest means you’d have the longest wait.”

      He shook his head but couldn’t think of a thing to say.

      “It’s not the way to get your father’s approval,” she said quietly. “He’s not going to be impressed by you making that announcement. If you’re looking to make a name for yourself, that’s not the way to do it.”

      “Piper sort of said the same thing,” he said, reaching for his fork.

      “Ah, yes. This whole thing did start out about Piper and her friends. We should probably address that.”

      “So that’s it? We’re done talking about me?”

      She sighed. “Logan, at some point I’m going to want to eat my lunch. One thing at a time. Let’s finish talking about your situation with Piper’s friends and then if you want, we can talk more about your job situation.”

      He supposed he couldn’t ask for more than that.

      “Why do you want to call these boys?” she asked after taking another bite of her crab cake.

      “In order for me to be able to give them the best advice, I need to know specific things. I appreciate that Piper wants to help, but it would be better for everyone if I talked to them myself.”

      “What if she didn’t tell them she was talking to you and showing you their plan? What if she’s the one looking for reassurance?”

      Damn. He hadn’t thought about that but…

      “No, she told me she talked to them and Piper wouldn’t lie. You know that as well as I do.”

      “If it were me, I would talk to Piper and tell her your concerns and why it would be beneficial if you spoke to her friends directly. Or do one of those video conference call things so she can sit in on it too.”

      And…he hadn’t thought of that either and shook his head with disbelief.

      Beside him, Nana laughed softly before rubbing his arm lovingly. “She’s got you all tangled up in knots, doesn’t she.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “She really does.”

      “Good. It’s about time someone did.”

      Logan wished he felt as confident about that as his grandmother did.
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      Something was up.

      Piper couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but Logan definitely had something on his mind. He seemed nervous and was keeping his distance and it was more than a little unnerving.

      This is it, she thought. The beginning of the end.

      Somehow, she thought she’d be a little more prepared for it–or at the very least, she thought they would have a little more time together before this happened.

      She wasn’t stupid; Logan didn’t really need to be here in King Harbor. The staff at the Vault would get by just fine while Charles was on vacation. For whatever reason, Logan enjoyed being here. But if this…affair or fling was over, she had no doubt he’d end it and leave town just so things wouldn’t be awkward.

      And dammit, she wanted to cry and demand that he change his mind.

      It wasn’t late. Logan worked until eight and then called her to meet him at his place. She had baked some cookies and planned on enjoying them while watching a movie, but…it didn’t look like that was going to happen.

      “Logan?” she finally said after staying in her head for a little too long. “Is everything okay? You seem…I don’t know…it seems like something’s bothering you.”

      There. She said it.

      He’d been flipping through the channels searching for something for them to watch, but now he turned the TV off and faced her, his expression grim.

      She let out a long, steadying breath as she braced herself for what he was about to say.

      “I want to talk to Eric and Michael,” he said firmly.

      “Um…what?”

      He nodded. “I want to speak to them and not have this all go through you.”

      Seriously? This is what had him looking tense and acting weird?

      “Uh…sure, I guess.” Taking a moment, she tried to collect her thoughts. “Is there a reason why you want to talk with them directly?”

      His gaze narrowed. “Piper, if I’m going to give them advice, I’m going to need to talk to them.” Then he paused. “Is there a problem with that? Do you not trust me or something?”

      “What? Why would you even ask such a thing?”

      “Because you’re being weird about this,” he countered. “It’s standard practice if someone is giving you business advice that you talk to them directly and not through some sort of middleman. That’s just not how it’s done.”

      The way he said it rubbed her the wrong way, but she held her tongue.

      “If you had a degree in business, then you wouldn’t need me to be looking over this stuff, right? So I need you to trust me and let me be the one to talk to them.”

      Okay, no more tongue holding.

      “I don’t think there’s any reason to talk down to me, Logan,” she snipped. “The reason I didn’t want you talking directly to the guys was so they didn’t bother you or hound you to answer questions about this whole damn thing once you were done looking over the plan. I thought I was doing you a favor. Guess I was wrong.” And with that, she stood and walked over to the kitchen where she placed her purse earlier. She hadn’t gone more than a few steps when Logan moved in front of her.

      “Hey, what’s going on? I don’t think I was talking down to you. I was simply stating some facts.”

      “Yeah, in a tone that was full of condescension, and I’m really not in the mood to listen to it.” This time she got around him and got to her purse. Pulling out a scrap piece of paper and a pen, she quickly jotted down Michael’s phone number and left the paper on the counter. “There. Now you can call and talk all you want without me and my lack of business degree there to get in the way.”

      Feeling pretty proud of herself, Piper was almost to the door when Logan placed a hand on her arm and turned her around.

      She did not appreciate being manhandled.

      Yanking her arm away, she glared at him. “What?” she demanded.

      “Clearly we need to talk because I think we’re both a little out of sorts here,” he said carefully. “Please. Just…don’t go, okay?”

      It was so tempting to say no and leave, but he was right. They did need to talk.

      Placing her purse back on the counter, she walked back to the sofa and sat down and simply stared at him until he spoke.

      “I’m sorry if you felt like I was putting you down,” he began. “That wasn’t my intention. If anything, I felt like…like you didn’t trust me and maybe I was being a little defensive.”

      “Why wouldn’t I trust you, Logan? You offered to do this and–if you recall–I was really excited about it. I just didn’t want the guys taking advantage of you and bothering you. That’s all.”

      “Well I know that now,” he said with a hint of frustration. Leaning back against the cushions, he let out a loud sigh. “For all the time we spend together, I feel like…like…” He stopped and shook his head. “Forget it. It’s not important.”

      “I think it is,” she countered and figured she might as well beat him to the punch. Maybe it would help her in the long run. “Look, if this is your way of saying we’re done, then I would prefer you to just say it. You don’t need to pick a fight with me or anything. We’re both adults here and I would appreciate you respecting me enough to be honest.”

      His eyes went wide. “Um…what are you talking about?”

      The comment really didn’t register because Piper was on a roll. “I’m just saying we both knew this was temporary. Neither of us are staying here in King Harbor and…let’s be honest…you were never looking for anything long-term with me, so…”

      “Were you?” he interrupted. “Were you looking for long-term?”

      “Please, I knew that was never even an option, Logan. Everyone knows you enjoy being a serial dater. It was the reason I reacted the way I did the first night you kissed me. I knew you had a short attention span and I didn’t want to be just another one-nighter to you.”

      “Are you serious right now?” he asked incredulously. “Is that really what you think of me?”

      It wasn’t the first time he’d asked her that over the last couple of weeks.

      Piper looked at him like he was crazy. “Are you going to sit there and deny that what I’m saying is the truth? I’ll admit I haven’t been keeping up with your social life for the last couple of years, but I can pretty much guarantee you haven’t been seriously involved with anyone. And if you were suddenly going to do that, I highly doubt you’d do it with me.”

      Yup…totally on a roll.

      Her heart was pounding and she felt herself starting to sweat and yet…she knew she had to do this if she was going to survive being dumped.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

      “There isn’t a damn thing wrong with me,” she stated with some heat. “But I know the Blackthornes wouldn’t be too happy with you getting serious with the groundskeeper’s daughter. And you know what? That’s fine with me. I knew that going in. I guess I just wanted to have a little fun while I was here in town too.” She shrugged. “You were interested and I figured it would be the one and only time I’d get the opportunity, so…”

      “So you used me?” he cried. “Are you kidding me?” Jumping to his feet, Logan began to pace in front of the couch. “Do you have any idea how insulting you’re being right now? What the hell’s gotten into you, Piper?”

      Wait…why was he reacting like this? All she was doing was pointing out the facts and making things easier on him. What was he getting all in a snit about?

      Standing, she stopped him mid-pace. “Logan, why are you getting all offended? Like I said, we both knew this was temporary.”

      “It’s not the length of time that’s insulting,” he spat. “It’s the fact that you’re no better than anyone else, apparently. I’ve got everyone telling me what a disappointment I am, how I can’t commit to anything, and you know what, to a certain extent it’s true. Yeah, I can’t seem to decide on a damn position in the company, and I have played the field, but that was only because no one interested me. Until you.”

      Uh-oh…

      “Logan…”

      “No, I’m glad we had this conversation. Glad you let me know how you feel.” He paused, raking a hand through his hair–something he did when he was frustrated. “Just today I was sitting around and wondering what we were doing. We’d never really talked about it and it bothered me. I wanted to know what you were thinking–where you saw us going. Well I guess the joke’s on me because the only one serious here, was me.”

      She gasped softly and anything she wanted to say got stuck in her throat.

      “Yeah, how’s that for irony? I finally meet someone I can see a future with, and she sees me as a way to pass the time.” He looked at her with a combination of disgust and sadness. “But I have to say, I appreciate your honesty.”

      “Logan, that’s not…”

      But he wasn’t listening. She knew that. He stepped around her and walked toward the door, grabbing his keys and phone on the way. “I’ll see you around, Piper. Lock up on your way out.”

      “Just…wait!”

      But he was gone.

      She stood there in the middle of his apartment for…hell, she didn’t even know how long. Part of her wanted to run after him, but to what end? He might not want to admit it, but she was doing them both a favor. Right now, everything was good; everything was fine. But once his father placed him in some office somewhere, she was going to be a nuisance and an inconvenience. Eventually she was going to move away for a job and, from everything she knew about Blackthorne, there weren’t any offices in the places she would more than likely end up.

      Slowly, Piper walked around and collected the things she had around the apartment–a game controller, a few games, and some clothes. She stuffed what she could into her purse and grabbed a grocery bag from his pantry for the rest.

      With one last look over her shoulder, she sighed. They had a lot of good times here and for two weeks, things were as perfect as they could be. It was the ending she always knew was coming, but she hadn’t expected it to come with so much anger from Logan. She figured they’d just…stop being. He’d leave and they’d be done.

      Tears stung her eyes and she quickly brushed them away as she opened the door. Piper took another look back as she whispered, “Goodbye, Logan.”
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      He drove around for hours. Hell, he should have just driven back to Boston and said to hell with his promise to Charles. It was only another week and the employees were more than capable of running the place without him.

      “Just like everything else can run without me,” he murmured as he pulled back into the parking lot of his apartment complex.

      He wasn’t necessary.

      Not within Blackthorne, or at the Vault, or with Piper.

      The last one stung the most.

      Even if most of what she said was true, it still hurt that after all the time they’d spent together, that’s how she still saw him.

      Climbing from the car, he went inside and up to his place and the whole time he wondered if Piper was going to be there waiting for him. His heart was racing as he stepped out of the elevator and walked to his door. “Why didn’t I look for her car?” he wondered out loud. At the door to his apartment, he paused and gave himself a moment to compose himself.

      Please be in there…

      Once he was through the door, however, he knew he was alone. It didn’t take long for him to realize that not only was she gone, but so was every sign of her–her clothes, her games, and…everything that brought life to this place.

      With a curse, he walked around and had no idea what to do with himself. It was almost three in the morning and even though he was mentally and physically exhausted, Logan doubted he’d be able to sleep. All the driving around and all the thinking about his life and he still had no answers.

      If he went back to Boston, he’d just end up caving in to his father. At this point, what did it matter what job he got? Chances were he wasn’t going to be happy doing anything because it wasn’t his choice.

      Then choose…

      If only it were that easy.

      Staying here in King Harbor meant he was going to see Piper. Sure he could alter his schedule so he didn’t have to interact with her at the Vault, but was that what he really wanted?

      Right, because the other option was to see her and talk to her and just torture himself.

      “I’m totally screwed.” Walking around and shutting off the lights, he made his way back toward his bed where he pulled his shirt off as he kicked off his shoes. Pausing he stared at the bed. It wasn’t made and the last time he was in it, he was making love to Piper.

      Do I change the sheets or do I torture myself a little more?

      Stripping off his jeans, he opted for torturing himself a little more because yeah, as soon as he was between the sheets, he could smell the strawberry of her shampoo. Rolling toward her pillow, he held it to him as he inhaled deeply. He was a total glutton for punishment and it was exactly what he felt like he deserved.

      How was it possible that he missed her already? And worse, that he missed her after he knew how little she thought of him.

      She was just going by your reputation, dude…

      Yeah, yeah, yeah…he knew that, but it didn’t make it any better.

      His mind wandered back to their conversation and to what was basically the catalyst to the whole damn argument–the business plan for her friends. As crazy as it sounded, he still wanted to help. Why? Because their plan intrigued him and he saw so many possibilities that he knew he could help them with. It was the first time in a long time that he felt some excitement about a business opportunity.

      Shifting, he released the pillow and rolled onto his back, his hands stacked behind his head as he examined that thought a little more closely. He knew he could help these guys–knew he could help them with their financing and perhaps even coach them a bit on how to present themselves to potential investors.

      Was this really a thing? Was this something he could do? His heart began to race again as he considered how exciting it could be to work on something new, something fresh. Something that didn’t already have a hundred years of Blackthorne stamped all over it.

      As he let that sink in, he remembered some words Piper had said to him not so long ago.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want? What you really want is to run all of Blackthorne? Because it seems to me you’re saying you want it even as you’re saying why it’s never going to happen. Are you sure you’re not just telling yourself it’s what you want as a way of…I don’t know…maybe taking the attention away from the fact that you want something else? Something not Blackthorne-related? It seems to me it could be why you lack focus in figuring out what you want.”

      Maybe she was on to something.

      “Can you honestly say that–deep down–this is what you want to do? Work for Blackthorne? Or is there something else you would prefer to do, but you’re just trying to prove yourself to your father?”

      The more he thought about it–now that it wasn’t in the heat of the moment–he could honestly say she was on to something.

      “Shit.”

      It was never easy being the youngest in the family. As he was growing up, he had to deal with constantly being compared to his brothers–and then his cousins when they came to live with Logan and his family after their parents died. So he became an overachiever in as many aspects as he could. Back in high school, he was class president, prom king, captain of the baseball team, head of the debate team, and graduated with honors. He excelled in college, got a master’s degree in business, and after graduation, he made sure he learned as much as he could about all-things Blackthorne.

      Groaning, he closed his eyes because he realized he was a damn cliché. All his hard work, all the studying, all the achievements, and for what? For the approval of a man who really didn’t care about the happiness of his family? All he cared about was how things looked to others and his precious business.

      Logan felt like he had jumped through all the hoops and played all the games where his father was concerned, but he was done. No more. And as soon as he was done here in King Harbor, he was going to go straight to his father’s office and tell him so.

      There was going to be fighting and angry words, that was a given. But if he held on to his resolve and didn’t back down, maybe, just maybe he’d walk away with a giant weight lifted off his shoulders.

      And his father’s respect.

      “No!” he yelled at himself. That wasn’t what this was about. If Graham Blackthorne didn’t respect him–hell, if the old man didn’t love him–then it was his loss. For the first time in his life, he was ready to do what made him happy and no one else.

      He wanted to talk to his mother so badly right now, but he didn’t want to add to her stress. She was already pissed at his father for so many reasons; did he really want to give her more ammunition?

      “Don’t do it,” he muttered around a yawn. And immediately yawned again. Reaching over to his bedside table, he turned off the light and felt like he just might be able to fall asleep. Rolling over, he reached for the pillow Piper had used and held it close.

      Maybe someday when he got his shit together, she’d give him another chance. She’d see that she misjudged him.

      And if that wasn’t motivation enough, he didn’t know what else was.
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      “I thought I saw someone walking through the garden.”

      Piper looked up as Fiona approached. Her garden was one of the most beautiful spots on the entire estate–and that was saying something. When she was younger and wanted a place to hide and pretend she was a princess living in her own paradise, she would come here and play. As an adult, she just wanted a place where she could hide from the world for a little while.

      Sitting beside her on one of the ornate benches scattered around, Fiona let out a weary sigh. “Sometimes I like to sit out here and think,” she said. “It’s so peaceful and I love to look at all the different flowers and know I created this.”

      Piper nodded. “And you did an amazing job. It’s beautiful.”

      “It looked good on your game too. I bragged to all the girls at the salon how my garden is part of a very popular video game.”

      That made Piper chuckle. “I don’t know about it being popular and who knows if it will ever get sold.”

      “Oh, stop,” Fiona said firmly. “You and I both know you’re going to find the perfect job for you and they’re going to take your game and make it a bestseller.” She paused. “Now why don’t you tell me why you’re out here all by yourself looking like it’s the end of the world?”

      Because that’s what it feels like…

      There was no way she would admit that to Fiona, but it certainly felt that way right now.

      “I guess I’m just feeling discouraged. Nothing’s going the way I thought it would and…” She paused and let out a long breath. “And some things went exactly as I thought they would. Even though I was secretly hoping they’d go differently.”

      “Hmm…”

      They sat in companionable silence for several minutes. The sun was shining and there was a cool breeze blowing–it was the perfect weather for being outside. Unfortunately, Piper wasn’t able to fully enjoy it because she had too much on her mind.

      “Did you make a decision on the job?” Fiona asked after several minutes.

      “I want to, I really do…”

      “But…?”

      “But…I’m afraid of making the wrong choice,” she admitted. “Like…I really want to go on this journey with my friends. I think it would be amazing to be there from the beginning and watch it all grow.”

      “O-kay…”

      “But it’s not a sure thing. I’ve known them both long enough to know they need some strong guidance to get this thing off the ground.” And if she hadn’t blown things with Logan, maybe they could have had that strong guidance.

      Possibly the strongest guidance she could even imagine.

      “You know there are no guarantees, right?”

      “I know, but…”

      “When Alistair and Meredith Blackthorne moved from Scotland to King Harbor in1918, do you think they were certain they were going to be a success? It was a big risk to make that kind of a move. And then when they opened the distillery in 1919, it was another big risk.” She turned and smiled at Piper. “And look how that paid off.” She waved her arm to indicate the property around them. “None of this was here and it took a long time for this land to become what it is–with the big house, the staff, and all the cottages here. And it’s just the tip of the proverbial iceberg. All the businesses that came out of that one risk Alistair took.” She reached over and took one of Piper’s hands in hers. “Never be afraid to leave your comfort zone. Otherwise, you never know what you’re going to miss out on.”

      “But what if it’s a mistake? What if it fails?”

      Fiona shrugged. “What if it succeeds?”

      Shoulders sagging, Piper looked at her friend with a sad smile. “That’s not helping, you know.”

      “It was worth a shot,” Fiona replied. They sat in silence again. “Let me ask you something.”

      “Okay.”

      “What is really keeping you from taking this job?”

      “I…I told you; I’m afraid the guys aren’t capable of making it work.”

      “But then it would be their failure, not yours,” she said pointedly. “And if it does fail, you’ll have to look for a new job, right?”

      Piper nodded.

      “And isn’t that what you’re doing right now?”

      Frowning, she replied, “It’s not the same thing. I’m looking now because I just finished school and have to find a job. If their company fails, then…”

      “Then you’ll be doing the same thing you are now,” Fiona repeated. “Piper, no one’s going to look down on you if you have to look for another job. People change jobs all the time. Sometimes it’s out of necessity and others it’s because that job wasn’t the right fit. Don’t let your worries about how it will look to others stop you from doing something you really want.”

      She sighed. “Maybe.”

      “Trust me. I’m surrounded by men who are far too prideful for their own good. My son has ingrained it in his sons what it means to be a Blackthorne and how everything they do should be for the good of the family name. And yet…” She paused and shook her head. “And yet, they are sometimes completely clueless and miss out on what’s most important because of their damn pride.”

      Piper looked over at Fiona and wasn’t sure what to say. She knew Logan struggled with the pressure his father was putting on him, but she didn’t realize it was a pattern of behavior he’d been dealing with his entire life.

      As if reading her mind, Fiona continued. “Each of my grandsons dealt with the whole Blackthorne pride issue. Graham is obsessed with it and he’s put pressure on all the boys. The older ones are dealing with it and making their own way, but I worry about Logan.”

      “How come?”

      “Because he’s got a very caring heart. He hates to let anyone down and sometimes I think he pushes himself too hard to try to please his father even though it doesn’t look like it to most.”

      Okay, that was a little confusing and as much as she hated to ask for clarification, she did.

      “Everyone looks at Logan like he’s drifting along and not taking anything seriously. What he was really doing was trying to learn everything he could so he could impress his father and earn his respect.”

      Piper almost hated how she was right about that.

      “Now, don’t get me wrong. He’s a rascal that one,” she went on with a laugh. “He dates a lot of pretty girls and never gets serious with them, but he’s young! What’s wrong with having a little of fun?”

      And now she felt a little sick at the thought of being one of the masses that Logan had fun with.

      “But I think his social life, his dating life, is a lot like what he was doing in the business. He’s looking around until he finds the right fit.” Then she stared at Piper. “Sometimes you don’t know until…you know.”

      I know…

      “Some people meet when they’re young and they just know–they know they’ve met their forever person and they don’t date anyone else. It’s not like that for everyone. Sometimes it takes time. Do I think he should have dated a little less? Who’s to say? Plus, you know how the rumor mill is. For all we know, Logan didn’t date half as many women as people claim. Only Logan can answer that.” She sighed as she stood up. “And I hope no one judges him too harshly for it.”

      I did…

      Shame filled her and Piper had no idea how to make things right. She could go talk to Logan, but…honestly, she had no idea where to begin.

      Patting her shoulder, Fiona smiled at her. “Time for my afternoon snack. Let me know when you’re leaving. I’d love to have lunch with you before you go.”

      “But…I’m not leaving any time soon, Fiona. I haven’t…”

      This time she gently squeezed Piper’s shoulder. “You will.” And just like that, she walked away. Unfortunately, their conversation left Piper even more confused than she was an hour ago.

      Did she misjudge Logan? Maybe. But did that mean she misjudged their relationship? Just because there was a possibility he wasn’t a serial dater didn’t mean he was serious about her, right? And if he was, why wouldn’t he say something?

      Wait…did he?

      “Well I guess the joke’s on me because the only one serious here was me. Yeah, how’s that for irony? I finally meet someone I can see a future with, and she sees me as a way to pass the time.”

      “Oh my God,” she whispered. Coming to her feet, Piper quickly made her way back home and got ready for work. If Logan was at the Vault tonight, she was going to find a way to get him alone so they could talk.

      She had to.

      Even if she had to beg and grovel, dammit, she was going to make things right.
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      For the first time possibly ever, Logan was watching the clock at work. If he timed it right, he’d be gone before Piper came in. It was cowardly, but…he wasn’t ready to see her or to try to pretend he was okay with her.

      So at four o’clock, he gathered his things and wished everyone a good night.

      Out in the parking lot, he walked to his car and breathed a sigh of relief. Although, there was a part of him that hoped to pass her by, just to get a glimpse of her. Eventually he was going to have to see her–he couldn’t avoid her forever. But for right now, this was for the best. He still had some things he needed to work through and until he did, he needed to keep his distance.

      The drive home wasn’t long and once he was inside, he set his laptop up on his coffee table before walking to the kitchen and seeing if there was anything to snack on. He was on calls all morning and into the afternoon so he hadn’t eaten anything since the smoothie he had for breakfast.

      “I should have brought something home with me.” There were the makings for grilled cheese and he knew he had some cans of soup in the pantry, but it seemed incredibly lame when he could have been eating fresh lobster bisque and a real sandwich. Unfortunately, his stomach was just about roaring in demand to be fed so he opted to go with the sub-par meal.

      Within minutes he was sitting on the sofa, eating his grilled cheese while the soup cooled and reading over an email that just came through from Piper’s friend Eric. Logan had spoken with both Eric and Michael earlier and already set some things in motion. His only request was that for now, they not tell Piper what was going on. There were still so many things to work out and until he knew more and saw how well the plans were received by investors–and that included himself–he didn’t want her involved.

      Partly because this wasn’t about her and partly because he didn’t want her to get her hopes up and then have it not work out.

      One of the things he learned on their phone call was how these guys were extremely knowledgeable and confident. He knew if he put them in front of the right group of investors, they’d have the backing they wanted. The question, however, became how many investors did they want? Neither seemed too keen on bringing on a large amount of people because it could potentially lead to them having little say in their own company. Logan understood that and respected it.

      He knew he could write them a check right now–could make this another division of Blackthorne and put the family name on it so it would give the guys a credibility they couldn’t get on their own. But the thought of going to his father and making him a part of it was not something he wanted to do.

      At least not yet.

      Logan knew if it was the difference between the company getting off the ground or not, he’d make the pitch to his father and deal with the criticism. That’s how much he believed in what Michael and Eric had created.

      And Piper.

      While his desire to work on this project started out as a favor to her, where he was at right now really didn’t have anything to do with her. It was giving him a chance to do something that wasn’t about the family business that allowed him to branch out on his own. He was doing something that interested and challenged him.

      The timing was a little suspect and he was sure people were going to question whether he was doing this because he wanted to, because of Piper, or because of the ultimatum his father had issued, but Logan was confident he could prove he was doing it for the right reasons.

      Placing his sandwich down, he opened the attachment Eric sent and began reading. Research and studying never bothered him–he’d always been a good student–and it was kind of exciting to be learning about an entirely new industry. He knew there was a lot of work ahead of him if he was going to be fully informed in this endeavor, but it was something he was interested in and knew it wasn’t going to feel like work.

      Both men had been anxious for him to commit while he was on the phone with them earlier, but he told them he needed to know more first. So here he was, checking out statistics and looking at industry reports they had sent over.

      Hours passed and it was dark outside and his soup had long-since been forgotten. One lone lamp was on and still Logan sat on his couch reading. His eyes were crossing, his back hurt, but thankfully he was a quick study and most of his questions were being answered the more he read.

      Unable to sit any longer, he stood and stretched. Looking at his watch, he saw it was after eleven. Muttering a curse, he walked over to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water, guzzling it all down before cursing again over brain freeze. Tossing the bottle in with the recycling, he contemplated making himself something else to eat. Nothing had changed–more food hadn’t magically appeared–but it was also too late to order takeout.

      Unless I call in an order to the Vault…

      Crossing that option off his list, he went over to the window and looked down at the town and wondered if Piper was okay. Even though he felt like he was the one who was wronged in their relationship, he knew she had to be upset–he saw it on her face and heard it in her voice. It was just…in that particular moment, he didn’t care. His own hurt was all he could focus on. Now that he was calmer, he worried about her.

      Probably shouldn’t have taken the coward’s way out by leaving before you could see her…

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d stick it out and…and be a mature adult.

      Even if it killed him.

      It would mean talking, but…not. At least, not about what he was doing for her friends. It would be weird and he hated the thought of censoring their conversations, but he had a feeling it was going to be awkward enough going back to talking as just friends.

      And pretending they hadn’t seen each other naked.

      Sighing, he wished he were seeing her naked right now.

      A slow smile crossed his face as an idea hit.

      Walking over to the coffee table, he picked up his phone, dialing Eric’s number.

      “So?” Eric said excitedly when he answered. “What do you think? Should I send you more articles?”

      Laughing softly, Logan replied, “No. Anything I didn’t quite understand, I googled.”

      “Oh, okay. So…what can I do for you?”

      Sitting back down on the sofa, Logan considered his next words carefully. “How good are you at racing games?”

      “Um…what?”

      “You know, car racing video games. You any good at them?”

      With a laugh of his own, Eric said, “Yeah. Really good.”

      “Better than Piper?”

      That made Eric laugh harder. “Depends on who you ask.”

      “Okay, what kind of game do you definitely beat Piper at?”

      “That’s easy–any of the sports games. I totally kick her butt in all the hockey and football games. She’s got some mad skills, but she argues every call the virtual refs make and gets too worked up to focus. It’s kind of funny.”

      “Damn, she beat me at some of those…”

      “Dude,” Eric said solemnly. “How bad are you at video games?”

      “I’m not!” he cried. “I swear! Against most of my friends, I almost always win! Piper’s just…well…you know, better.”

      “Maybe we’re not the right company for you. I mean, if you really suck at this…”

      “I don’t!” he protested again. “Just…teach me how to beat her at one of them. That’s all I’m asking. I don’t care if I have to cheat, just…tell me what to do!”

      Eric was quiet for so long he thought he was going to turn him down. Then finally, “Okay. You got an Xbox?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You happen to have one of the sports games handy?”

      “I’ve got NHL 19.”

      “Okay so…wait, it’s late by you, right? I’m on the West Coast so the time difference and all.”

      “I’m good. I’ll stay up all night if I have to.”

      “Wow, this is that important?”

      “More than you know.”

      More silence.

      “Eric?”

      “Give me your gamertag and I’ll send you an invite. You got a headset?”

      “Of course.”

      “Alright then, let’s do this!” Laughing, he added, “By the time the night is through, you will have all the secrets of beating Piper at this. I’ll even tell you all the taunts that are guaranteed to distract her and make her crazy. Trust me, you’ve got this!”

      He wasn’t so sure about that. The only taunts he wanted to use to distract her had nothing to do with video games and everything to do with just the two of them and what they’d started together.

      But for now, he’d take the gaming knowledge.
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      Turned out, Piper was working with him tonight but then was going to be off the next three nights. He was heading back to Boston in less than a week and he knew he needed to make things right with her–or as right as he could–before he left. He knew they would at least go back to being friends, but he was hopeful it wasn’t all they were going to be.

      He finished up the reports he needed to read while in the office and at a quarter to five, he walked out and hoped he didn’t look too anxious as he waited for Piper to arrive for work. Part of him wanted to orchestrate something so she’d have to work closely with him, but considering the staff was already making comments about the time they were spending together, he didn’t think it was wise.

      But that didn’t stop him from being the main bartender on tonight.

      Doing his best to keep busy, he stacked glasses and made sure he had enough ice, but he froze when he spotted her out of the corner of his eye. She looked like a deer caught in the headlights when she met his gaze and the hesitation he saw on her face bothered him. In his entire life, he couldn’t remember ever being the cause of someone else’s distress. That wasn’t who he was, and it just strengthened his resolve to do his best to make things right with her.

      Slowly, Piper approached the bar. “Hey,” she said softly.

      “Hey, yourself,” he said with a small smile. “How are you?”

      “Good,” she said, not looking directly at him. She fiddled with the apron around her waist and then with her hair. “And you?”

      Unable to help himself, he walked around the bar, took her by the hand and led her back to the game room. No one was using it and once they were inside, he closed the door. She didn’t try to pull her hand away, but she didn’t look comfortable either. Stepping away from the door, he reluctantly let go of her and went to sit down at the card table. He motioned for her to join him.

      “I…I think I’d rather stand.”

      So stubborn…

      “I’m sorry for the way I acted the other night,” he began. “I never should have left the way I did and I took things out on you that you didn’t deserve.”

      Piper was standing, wringing her hands, but didn’t respond.

      “Lately, it feels like everyone’s coming down on me. I had no idea they all thought so little of me,” he went on, “or that they thought the way I was living my life was such a problem. And what I hate most of all is knowing everyone–including you–doesn’t take me seriously.”

      This time she did step forward. “Logan, I never said I didn’t take you seriously. I think you’re an amazing man who is smart and talented and can do whatever he wants!” she countered.

      “But you don’t take me seriously on a personal level,” he clarified. “Like you never once considered that I’d be serious about you.”

      She stopped in her tracks. “That’s not fair. You have to admit that you have a reputation…”

      “If my reputation was so bad, Piper, then why get involved with me, huh?” And yeah, now he wasn’t quite so calm. If anything, he was almost shouting. “Why would you waste your time messing around with me if you thought I wasn’t fully interested in you? Because I’ve got to tell you, you don’t seem like the kind of girl who goes for a one-night stand!”

      Her eyes went wide and her mouth moved, but no words came out.

      Standing, he walked over until they were toe-to-toe. “Why?”

      “Because I wanted to know what it was like!” she cried, her eyes welling with tears. “For so long I had a crush on you and you never paid any attention to me. Not really. Sure, you were friendly, but you never really saw me!” Pulling out of his grasp, she stepped away. “But as soon as we started spending time together, I knew I was kidding myself. I thought I’d be okay with this being casual, but I was wrong. I wanted more and I couldn’t bring myself to tell you that!”

      She turned her back on him but he was too shocked to speak.

      “For all the hours we’ve spent talking,” she said, “we never talked about us. And there was no way I was going to ask for anything more from you because I couldn’t bear to hear you tell me that you didn’t feel the same way.” Now she spun around. “So yeah, maybe I went into this whole relationship for the wrong reasons. It was selfish of me. But you have to know that I was wrong and I know I was wrong.” She paused. “I’m so sorry, Logan.”

      The weird thing was…he understood. He knew the reputation he had and for so long, he loved it. Thrived on it. But hearing Piper’s admission made him realize that even though he thought he was being charming and a real ladies’ man, it wasn’t a great way to have people perceive him.

      Swallowing hard, he studied her as she wiped those beautiful eyes. “I don’t know what to say, Piper,” he admitted. “I want us to move past this, but…I don’t know how.”

      She gave a curt nod. “Neither do I.”

      “Do you think that maybe we can…maybe start over? This time we’ll talk–we’ll make sure our feelings are clear.”

      Looking down at her hands–which she was wringing again–she shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She looked up at him. “What’s the point? You’re leaving in a few days and with any luck, I will be too. I don’t see how it would work.”

      But he wasn’t giving up hope.

      Moving in close to her, he caressed her cheek. “If I wasn’t leaving or if you found a job in the same city where I was, would you consider it?”

      “Logan, there’s no way…”

      One finger covered her lips. “Humor me. If we both ended up in the same place…”

      “But we won’t,” she said against his finger, her expression sad.

      Removing his hand, Logan gave her a small smile. “Piper, just…pretend for a minute, okay?”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, “Fine. If we were both going to be moving to the same place–which we’re not–I would say that I would like to give us a chance to start over. But…”

      “Nuh-uh,” he quickly interrupted. “No buts. We’re strictly talking hypothetically here.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “Logan, it doesn’t make any difference. We both know…”

      He silenced her with a kiss. It was wrong and he knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help himself. It wasn’t the kind of kiss he wanted–those deep, all-consuming ones he loved–and it was over before it began.

      “Logan,” she sighed, leaning into him.

      With his arms going slowly around her waist, he rested his forehead against hers. “I know.” They stayed like that for several minutes before he realized just how long they’d been back here. “Come on. We need to get out there, otherwise people will really talk about us.”

      “I’m sure anyone who saw you drag me across the room is already talking,” she said, but he saw the smirk on her face and knew she was teasing.

      “Wanna really give them something to talk about?”

      This time she laughed while rolling her eyes. “Stop.”

      He really wanted to test how strong that “stop” was, but he decided against it. Opening the door for her, he let Piper walk out first and he followed two minutes later–immediately heading for the bar.

      After that, things weren’t quite so strained. They talked and joked and laughed, but he knew he was going home alone tonight. Several times he wanted to talk to her about the negotiations he was currently in with her friends and some of the exciting progress they were making, but…it wasn’t the time. Not yet.

      At the end of the night, it was painful to say good night to her and watch her leave, but he was serious about them starting over.

      It just sucked that this was part of it.

      He was the last one to leave, and when he got home, he wasn’t as tired as he thought he’d be. First, he showered and changed into a pair of shorts. After that he wandered around the apartment and tried to find a way to unwind. Glancing at the TV, he considered practicing his gaming skills that Eric was helping him with, but he knew that would just keep him up. So he turned off most of the lights, grabbed his laptop, and decided to do some more reading on the gaming industry. At this point, he knew enough to be able to do a presentation to anyone who asked, but it never hurt to keep learning. Plus, reading in bed was a great way to help him fall asleep.

      Another great way to help him fall asleep would be having Piper wrapped in his arms, but…for now, this was the best he could do.
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        * * *

      

      If Logan was trying to wear down her resolve, it was working.

      He texted her with funny quotes, sent her interesting articles on what was new in the gaming industry, sent her links to job opportunities all over the country, and just this morning, she found him jogging around the estate.

      Yes, jogging.

      It just so happened that she was sitting outside having her coffee and there he was.

      In all his sweaty glory.

      He stopped and talked with her for a few minutes–even asked if she wanted to join him on his morning run–but she turned him down. Jogging wasn’t her thing. So she offered him a bottle of water and he talked about how he’d gone over and visited with his brother Devlin and his girlfriend Hannah at their new home here in King Harbor the day before.

      “Hannah fell in love with that house and now it’s theirs,” he said. “I’ve never seen my brother look happier.”

      “Good for them! Devlin was always a nice guy. I’m so glad things are going well for him.”

      This had been the pattern for the last three days. They’d have casual conversations, he’d tell her about his family and whatever drama was going on that day, and she wanted to just fling herself at him and kiss him until she couldn’t think anymore.

      She wouldn’t, but she really, really wanted to.

      Tonight would be the last time she’d see him. Tomorrow, Charles would be back and Logan would be returning to Boston and she felt completely unsettled about the whole thing. Being friends with him wasn’t a hardship; hell, they’d been that way for years. Okay, maybe not the way they were now, but they had always been friendly to each other. But now that they’d had this change in their relationship, could she really be okay with just being friends? Especially if he wanted more? Was she being crazy? Stubborn? Should she have told him she would be willing to try a long-distance relationship?

      Shaking her head, she knew it wouldn’t work. And it had nothing to do with Logan and everything to do with her. She wanted long-term commitment. Even if he saw a future with her, living in different states wouldn’t help. That wasn’t going to change no matter how badly she wanted things to work out with him. Eventually, one of them would have to sacrifice and move and it would only lead to resentment. It was a sad reality, but there it was. Their timing just sucked and eventually she’d get over it.

      They were both scheduled to work but for the first time since she came home–and maybe that one night after their fight–she really didn’t want to be at the Vault. She wanted to call Logan and ask him to dinner or just to hang out or…

      Just one more night, she thought. I’d give anything for just one more night.

      It would just be torture, but it didn’t make Piper want it any less.

      She forced herself to get ready for work and perhaps she put a little more attention into the way she did her hair and makeup, but…she wouldn’t outwardly admit it. Kissing her father goodbye, she made the short drive across town and then sat in her car for a solid five minutes before she got up the courage to go in.

      Once she was inside, there wasn’t time to think of being alone with Logan or possibly seducing him in the game room because they were extremely busy. There had barely been time for anything more than a smile and a few words most of the night. Even though part of her knew it was a good thing, she couldn’t help but encourage people to finish up and leave as her shift was coming to an end. Most nights it didn’t bother her if people lingered, but tonight she just wanted everyone to go.

      Finally, a little after one a.m., the Vault was empty except for Piper and the rest of the staff who all seemed more than ready to call it a night. She waved to Morgan and Sharon as they made their way out and before she knew it, the only other person left on the floor was Logan. Off in the distance she could hear the kitchen staff cleaning up, but they tended to stay in the back.

      Untying her apron, she walked over to the bar and was a little disappointed that there wasn’t a plate of food waiting for her. Funny how she had gotten used to Logan doing that for her. Would it be wrong to go back to the kitchen and see if she could get something to go? Looking over her shoulder toward the back, Piper seriously considered it.

      That’s when she heard Logan clear his throat.

      When she faced him, she saw two plates on the bar–each with a crab cake sandwich and fries. His smile was so damn charming that she almost crawled over the bar to thank him.

      Pulling up a stool, she sat. “Are you really hungry or is one of these for me?” she teased. “Because I have to tell you, I feel a little light-headed from lack of food.”

      His smile grew. “Well, I was going to eat both of these, but I guess I could be convinced to share.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      He nodded, but when Piper reached for one of the plates, he pulled it just out of her grasp. “Uh-uh-uh…I said I could be convinced; I didn’t say I was convinced.”

      “Logan Blackthorne, don’t you dare toy with me right now. I could faint right here and then file a claim with the labor department for being forced to work without getting a delicious crab cake sandwich on my break.”

      “You didn’t take a break.”

      “My point exactly.” And with a triumphant grin, she pulled the plate from his hands.

      Luckily, he didn’t fight her. Instead, he pulled his own plate close to him and started eating. After a minute he said, “You’re pretty mean when you’re hungry, you know.”

      “Yup,” she replied around a bite of her sandwich, not even caring how unladylike she looked. “But just know, it was an empty threat. I would never turn you in to the labor board. I was just hangry.”

      “Hangry?”

      She nodded. “Angry because I was hungry.” She reached for a fry and shook it at him. “You’ve spoiled me. I never used to have a problem with going home and eating PB&J. But after this, I fear I’m ruined for life.”

      And she wasn’t just talking about the food.

      They made small talk while they finished eating and Logan wiped down the bar and took their plates to the kitchen while Piper made her way to the breakroom to get her purse and sweater from her locker.

      Did she linger for longer than she needed to?

      Maybe.

      Was she hoping to walk out with Logan and have some time to talk with him and maybe hang out for a little while?

      Definitely.

      After ten minutes, however, she figured it wasn’t going to happen and made her way out to her car. She had just gotten behind the wheel and started it when there was a knock on the window. With a loud scream, she turned and saw Logan standing there. With her hand over her rapidly-beating heart, she rolled down the window and caught him chuckling. “Not funny, Blackthorne. You just about gave me a heart attack.”

      Squatting down beside the car, Logan rested his arms on the door and grinned at her. “Sorry. I called your name and thought you heard me.”

      “Well I didn’t,” she said, still feeling a little breathless.

      “You heading home now?” he asked quietly after a minute.

      Feeling nervous, her tone was equally quiet. “Um…yeah.”

      His gaze was neutral and she wished she knew what he was thinking. Was he asking her plans simply because he was curious or because he wanted to make plans with her?

      “So, uh…what time are you leaving tomorrow?” she asked. “Are you heading out early or are you going to meet with Charles in the morning?”

      “I talked to him earlier today so he’s all up-to-date on everything here, but I was going to leave after I had lunch with Nana.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure she’ll enjoy that. Are you taking her out or is she making lunch?”

      “Piper?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Come home with me.”

      She could feel herself blush. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      Yeah, it was pretty much madness when they arrived at his building and got into the elevator. Cliché or not, he wanted Piper and he was impatient to have her. Their kiss was wild, untamed, and fairly brutal and neither seemed to care. Logan bit her lip and she bit him right back.

      It was incredibly sexy.

      They fumbled down the hall to his door and once they were inside, Logan began taking her clothes off–which wasn’t easy because she was doing her best to strip him too. There were far too many impatient hands trying to get things done and he finally gripped Piper’s wrists to stop her. “One of us is going to have to wait their turn.”

      She pulled free and gave him a playful shove. “Why does it have to be me?” Then she laughed and finished unbuttoning her own blouse before tossing it to the floor.

      “Fantastic idea,” he all but growled. “We each undress ourselves and then…game on.”

      “Bring it,” she said, kicking off her shoes before turning and running toward the bed. Logan caught up with her by the sofa and swung her around–the need to kiss her was too strong to wait. They were both naked from the waist up–although Piper did have a very sexy, barely-there bra still on–and he figured here was the perfect place to help her get rid of it.

      “You’re still overdressed,” he panted, kissing his way along the slender column of her throat. First, he pulled the band out of her hair and let the silky strands fall over his hands. He gently massaged her scalp until she purred with pleasure.

      “That feels amazing…” she moaned.

      “Baby, I’m just getting started.” His hands went around to her back to unclasp her bra, and they both sighed in unison as he peeled it from her body. “God, Piper…” Yeah, he was a breast man and that’s where his hands gravitated. Her head fell back as she sighed his name.

      Together, they awkwardly made their way back to his bed–knocking into furniture and tripping over their pants along the way–but once he had her there and was sprawled out on top of her, Logan felt like he was home.

      Her nails raked through his hair–something she knew he loved–and he growled with pleasure. She pulled him in close and kissed him, and just as he was about to sink deeper into it, she stopped.

      “You okay?” he asked, secretly hoping she was.

      “This is crazy, right?” she said breathlessly. “I mean, tomorrow you’re…”

      “I don’t want to talk about that right now. Please.” So many thoughts ran through his mind, but right now, he wanted to just focus on this. Them.

      “We’re going to have to talk about it eventually, Logan. We can’t pretend that everything’s going to be okay.” She paused, her brown eyes scanning his face.

      “And we will. I promise.” He placed a soft kiss on the tip of her nose. “But later.” He kissed her cheek. “Much, much, later.”

      Luckily she didn’t argue and it seemed like someone hit the launch button because after that, the only talking they did was to spur each other on as he claimed her lips and her body for hours on end.

      It was sometime after three when Piper fell asleep. He wasn’t far behind but he had to set his alarm. He had several calls lined up for the morning and he knew if he didn’t set the alarm, he’d sleep right through them. Yawning, he hugged her close and placed a kiss on the top of her head.  They’d both be awake again in a few hours, whether they wanted to be or not. He had things he had to do before he left and there was definitely going to be an awkward conversation between the two of them. Maybe inviting her to come home with him wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but he wouldn’t change it for the world.

      And that’s the thought he held on to as sleep claimed him.

      The alarm went off at seven a.m. and he groaned as he reached over to turn it off. Piper was snuggled up against him and his arm was around her, keeping her close. He liked waking up like this. He missed it the few nights she hadn’t been here and he knew he was going to miss it again.

      Beside him, she slowly raised her head and blinked him into focus. “Why is the alarm going off so early? Didn’t we just fall asleep?”

      Nodding, he kissed her softly on the lips and gently urged her head back onto his shoulder. “I have some business to take care of this morning before I get on the road so I needed to get an early start.”

      “Oh.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper and she squirmed to move away from him. “I should get going then. I don’t want to make you late.”

      Holding her close, he waited until she stopped fidgeting and looked at him. “You’re not going to make me late, Piper. Trust me.”

      “But…”

      “No buts,” he said. “I don’t want you to leave yet.”

      He felt her stiffen at the word “yet” and he knew it wasn’t going to be the only time she reacted that way. So rather than drag things out, he chose to dive right in.

      “I’m working on a new business deal and my first call is going to be to my father. I can guarantee he’ll demand I come see him in person which is why I’m heading to Boston right after lunch.”

      She lifted her head again to look at him. He loved how she looked first thing in the morning–slumberous eyes, tousled hair…she was beautiful. “What kind of a deal? Is it something to keep him from choosing a position for you?”

      He wanted to tell her everything, but until it was a done deal, he couldn’t.

      “Possibly,” he said, slowly, carefully, and he saw the disappointment in her face that he wasn’t sharing the details. Rolling onto his side so they could face each other, he did his best to explain. “I’ve been working on something the last few days and I honestly don’t know how it’s going to go over with my father, so I’m hesitant to talk about it until I do.” Reaching for one of her hands, he squeezed it. “It means I’m going to be very busy for the next week or so–lots of meetings are going to take place. I can guarantee that, but that doesn’t mean I’m not committed to making what we have here work.”

      “Logan, we discussed this. Sort of. And this is why I wanted to talk about it last night.” She put a little more space between them. “You have no idea how much I wish I could agree with you–that I could be on board with trying to make the long-distance thing work–but I can’t.”

      He watched helplessly as her first tear fell.

      “You mean so much to me, Logan. More than I thought possible. But…”

      “Hey,” he said softly, caressing her cheek. “Please don’t cry.” Resting his forehead against hers, he squeezed his eyes shut and prayed he wasn’t screwing everything up. “I need you to trust me, Piper.” Opening his eyes, he smiled at her. “I know everything about my reputation works against me, but I’m telling you, I am committed to this. To us.”

      “I just don’t see how it can work,” she said tearfully. “So many things are up in the air–things we both need to focus on…”

      “We will, Piper, I swear. Just…let me get through today, okay? Let me go and deal with this meeting with my father and then we can talk some more. Please.”

      She didn’t look fully convinced, but he had to have faith that it was all going to work out.

      “Logan…”

      All he could do was try to convince her with a kiss.

      And then some serious touching until they were both breathless and spent.
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      “You want to do what?”

      Logan already knew how this conversation was going to go, but now that it was actually happening, he didn’t feel quite so confident.

      “I’m going to invest in a video game company,” he said, hoping his father didn’t detect the slight tremor in his voice. “I’ve done all the market research and read over their business plan and it’s solid.”

      “Logan, I already had to deal with Jason going into the entertainment industry and I wasn’t thrilled with it. But at least it’s making a big return for us. I will not have you putting the family name on…on…on a silly game!”

      “Do you have any idea how big the gaming industry is?” Before his father could answer, Logan began giving him statistics. “The global revenue of console and PC games for 2019 is fifteen billion dollars. That’s up from thirteen billion a year ago and by 2022, we’re looking at eighteen billion dollars. And that’s just on console and PC games; that’s not even taking into consideration mobile apps.”

      “So you’re saying…”

      “I’m saying this is an industry that makes money and whether you want in on it or not, it’s something I’m going to do. Believe it or not, I do have my own money and I strongly believe in this.”

      “And if I say no? If I say I don’t want the Blackthorne name on this?”

      “Then it’s your loss,” Logan said with more bravado than he actually felt. “The Blackthorne name and logo won’t be part of it, but I’ll still be doing it.” He paused. “Here’s the thing, Dad, I couldn’t make a decision about where I wanted to be because for a long time I wanted it all. I wanted to be at the helm.”

      “Since when?” Graham asked incredulously. “You’ve never shown any interest…”

      “I’ve shown plenty of interest!” he shouted. “I’ve worked everywhere within the company, learned everything I could, studied every damn report you sent out, and you know what? I’d be damn good at it!”

      “And so that’s just it–you’re not getting your way so you’re going to turn your back on your family? On the business I’ve spent a lifetime expanding?”

      Leave it to his father to minimize what he was trying to say.

      “I’m not turning my back on my family. That’s never going to happen. Believe it or not, I love each and every one of them. Including you. But I can’t be something I’m not. You see, I wanted to be at the helm for all the wrong reasons. I’ve learned so much and I’ve tried to find where I fit in, but…nothing clicked. Nothing made me happy.”

      “Work isn’t about being happy, Logan. If that’s what you think then you’ll be miserable wherever you are. Now stop this nonsense. Video gaming is not a respectable career for a Blackthorne. It’s ridiculous. You’re due back in Boston today, we’ll have dinner tonight and figure out where you’d be the most…” He groaned with disgust. “Satisfied.”

      “Dad, you’re not listening to me. You never listen to me,” he said firmly. “I’m doing this. With or without you, I’m doing this. Granted, the company would grow faster, probably make more of a splash in the industry with the Blackthorne name backing it, but make no mistake, it’s going to be successful with or without you. I’ll make sure of it. I learned enough about this sort of thing over the years that I know how to work with companies to get financing and how to make deals.”

      “So you’ll take everything I taught you and use it for another job? This is how you thank me?” And yeah, no doubt his father was red in the face right now.

      “I learned a lot in college too, Dad.”

      “And I paid for it!”

      Letting out a long breath, Logan leaned back in his chair. “This is getting us nowhere. I’m doing this. I’m going to Seattle with Piper and…”

      “Piper? Piper who?”

      Oh, shit…

      “Piper Stewart. Connor’s daughter. She’s the one who introduced me to the business side of the industry. I mean, I’ve always enjoyed playing video games; I just never knew it was such a lucrative business.”

      His father gave a sardonic laugh. “The groundskeeper’s daughter? That’s who you’re doing this for? Oh, Logan, I never thought you would be the one to be led around by the nose by a woman.” He made a tsk-tsk sound that was most definitely condescending. “You realize she’s just using you, right? No doubt you financing this company will benefit her.” He paused. “Now that I think of it, that’s what she went to school for, isn’t it? I remember my mother mentioning it a time or two.” Another laugh. “You’re making a fool out of yourself.”

      “Why? Because I actually believe in something other than Blackthorne? Because I’m willing to make a sacrifice for the woman I love? Maybe you should try that sometime!” His heart was beating like mad and he knew he had just poked the bear in the worst possible way. “Maybe if you had made a few sacrifices for Mom, she wouldn’t have left!”

      “How dare you!” Graham roared. “How dare you talk to me like that! You have no idea what you’re talking about! My relationship with your mother is none of your business!”

      “It most certainly is when your actions have torn this family apart! And if there is one thing you taught me, it’s what not to do in a relationship! Unlike you, I am going to fight for the woman I love! And if that means moving to Seattle and helping her succeed, then that’s what I’m going to do!”

      They were both silent for a long moment and for the life of him, Logan had no idea what was going to happen next.

      “Very well,” his father said finally. “You do what you have to do, but don’t come crying to me when it fails. Which it will.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. “Look, let’s be honest, Dad. Blackthorne doesn’t need me anywhere. Everything is running just fine without me. You know it and I know it. Why not be happy that I found something I find fulfilling?”

      “You don’t know that it will, Logan. Trust me. Right now you’ve got stars in your eyes, but when reality sets in, you’ll see how you were wrong.”

      “Wow. Just…wow. Seriously, what is wrong with you?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with me and I resent you speaking to me this way. Now I’ve had enough of this. You need to be working for Blackthorne! I won’t tolerate this insolence from you!”

      A slow smile crossed Logan’s face.

      He knew it would come to this.

      “Then I have a proposition for you,” he said simply and when his father didn’t respond, he went on. “I want to open up more locations of The Whisky Vault.”

      “And let me guess, your first location will be Seattle.”

      “You got it.”

      “That’s not exactly what I meant by working for Blackthorne, Logan.”

      “Well, that’s all you’re going to get. Take it or leave it.”

      More silence before… “Meet me for dinner tonight and we’ll talk about it.”

      Mentally high-fiving himself, Logan forced himself to sound calm as he said, “Sure. I’ll meet you at your office.”

      When he hung up, he felt like jumping up and down like a kid.

      So he did.

      “Yes!” Feeling beyond excited, he had no idea what to do first. He wanted to call Piper, but decided he’d do that tonight after he had dinner with his father. Though he wasn’t sure he was going to tell her everything, he could at least share that he challenged the great Graham Blackthorne and won! “Ha!”

      Oh, it felt so good! He felt so good! Moving around the apartment, he threw away food that was going to spoil and then sent out a quick text to confirm the cleaning crew would come in tomorrow and clean for him. Once that was done and there was nothing left for him to do, he packed up his one meager bag and made his way down to his car.

      The original plan was to go have lunch with his grandmother, but she called earlier to tell him she had to cancel–apparently one of her friends from her book club wasn’t feeling well and Nana was bringing her lunch. It was a very sweet thing for her to do, but he was disappointed that he wasn’t going to see her and be able to share the good news with her. More than anything, he knew Nana would appreciate what he was trying to do.

      He made a mental note to call her tomorrow.

      The thought of taking Piper to lunch instead crossed his mind, but they had said their goodbyes earlier and watching her leave was harder than he thought it would be.

      Soon…

      Soon everything would fall into place and he wouldn’t have to watch her walk away again. He’d make sure of it.

      So with nothing left to do, he made his way out of King Harbor.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you joking? This better not be a joke.”

      Staring down at the screen in her hands, her two best friends were grinning from ear to ear. “No joke, Piper,” Michael said. “It’s really happening!”

      “Oh, my God! This is amazing! I can’t believe it!” she cried. “So Logan was able to help?”

      “Who?” Eric asked, his expression was one of confusion.

      “Um…Logan? The friend I told you about. He was looking at your business plan, remember?”

      The guys looked at each other and then to her. “Sorry, Piper, but your friend never called. We took your advice and had reached out to some other potential investors and things are happening,” Eric said.

      Disappointment swamped her because she had hoped that Logan would be the one to help. Considering their fight, however, she guessed he forgot about it. Although, she couldn’t be too upset because even without him, things were working out.

      “Okay, so listen,” Michael was saying, “we want you here to do a presentation with us. We can handle most of it, but they are really excited to talk to you about Grove of the Eternal. I mean, we could probably handle that end, but it would mean a lot more if you were the one to do it.”

      “Oh, wow, um…okay. When?”

      “Day after tomorrow.”

      “What? That would mean I’d have to be on a plane…”

      “Tomorrow,” Eric said. “We know it’s short notice…”

      “How…I mean…there’s no way…and how long would I be gone?”

      “Piper, calm down,” Michael said with a small laugh. “Look, we’re handling your airfare and hotel. You just need to get on a plane and get here. Easy peasy.”

      “But for how long?”

      “I don’t know,” he said with a bit of a huff. “A week, I guess. Could be longer…”

      Rolling her eyes, she shook her head. “I have a job, Michael. I can’t just leave them shorthanded and not tell them when I’ll be back. That’s not right.”

      “Piper, when this deal goes through and you accept the job–which we all know you’re going to,” Eric added, “you’ll be making like…a hundred times more than what you’re making now! And you’ll get to keep most of the rights to your game, so…come on! What are you waiting for?”

      Good question…

      “I…I don’t know. There’s so much I’d have to do before I could leave,” she rambled. “I have to pack, talk to my dad, find coverage for my shifts…”

      “That’s all doable, Piper. Come on! We always said we’d do this together so you need to be here so we can do it together!”

      Excitement bubbled up inside of her and she let out a laugh before she could stop it. “This is really happening!”

      Both guys laughed. “Yeah, it is! So…are you in?”

      She nodded. “Yes! Email me my flight info and anything else I’ll need and I guess I’ll be seeing you soon!”

      When she hung up, she swore she was shaking so hard she was going to fall right off the sofa. Glancing at the clock on her phone, she knew her father would be home soon and she couldn’t wait to tell him the news, but first she was going to call Charles and beg his forgiveness for leaving him in the lurch.

      Once that was done, she ran to her room and started packing. It was nerve-racking to think about going away and not knowing what she should bring and what she shouldn’t. Normally Piper was a light packer, but knowing there were going to be meetings and possibly some dinners…she knew she needed to cover all bases.

      “And that means the big suitcase,” she murmured, reaching into her closet and grabbing the biggest one she had.

      “Uh-oh,” her father said from the doorway. “Going someplace?”

      Smiling, she dropped the luggage and ran over and hugged him. “Dad, I have some great news!” Taking him by the hand, they walked out to the living room where she explained the deal that was hopefully happening and how she needed to leave tomorrow.

      Connor Stewart stared at his daughter with a serene smile on his face. “Are you nervous?”

      “More than I thought I would be.” With a nervous smile, she continued, “This has the potential to be everything I worked so hard for.”

      “But…”

      Shaking her head, she let out a low laugh. “Nothing’s finalized yet.”

      “There are no guarantees, sweetheart. Trust me.” He patted her on the knee. “But you’re a fighter and I know you’re going to do everything possible to make it succeed.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I’m going to miss you like crazy, you know.”

      “Dad, I’m only going to be gone for a week.”

      Chuckling, he stood. “This trip, but believe me, when you come back, it’s going to be to get the rest of your things.” He kissed her on the top of her head. “Now come on. Let’s go out and celebrate!”

      He took her to her favorite Italian restaurant in town and ran into about a dozen different people they knew. Her father bragged about her to all of them and by the time they got home, her cheeks hurt from smiling and her throat was a little sore from talking.

      And she still had one more person to talk to.

      It was after nine and Piper wasn’t sure if she was supposed to call Logan or if he was going to call her. She knew he was going to be dealing with his father and decided to wait for his call. In the meantime, she did her laundry, started packing, and cleaned her room.

      Her phone rang at ten fifteen.

      “Hey,” she said casually as she answered the phone. “How was your day?”

      “God, you have no idea how good it is to hear your voice. It’s been…well, it’s been a hell of a day.”

      “Oh, no!” She sat down on her bed and got comfortable. “I take it things didn’t go well with your father?”

      “Let’s just say things went pretty much the way I expected.” She could hear the weariness in his voice and ached for him.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She heard his low hum before he said, “Tell me about your day. Distract me.”

      Even though he couldn’t see her, she smiled and told him about her call from Michael and Eric.

      “What? That’s amazing, Piper! Congratulations!” He paused and muttered a curse.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “It should have been me,” he said miserably. “You asked me to do that for you and I…I dropped the ball. I’m so sorry, Piper.” He groaned. “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything. You had more than enough on your plate.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “I’m serious, Logan. Just don’t, okay? We’re good and even though I am super excited about all the possibilities, I feel guilty being so happy when you’re so miserable right now.”

      “Well don’t, because you deserve to be happy. More than anyone else in this world, you, Piper Stewart, deserve to be happy.”

      “Well, I don’t know about all that, but…”

      “Trust me. I’m so proud of you,” he went on. “You’re going to go and blow everyone away. Although, I would like to mention, I never got to play your game.”

      “I showed it to you and you said it was too hard and you’d never be able to figure it out.” Then she laughed. “Although, I kind of took that to mean you knew you couldn’t beat me at it since I created it.”

      “Saw right through that, huh?”

      Unable to help herself, she laughed. “Yup.”

      “I wish I were there with you right now. I would have taken you out to celebrate.”

      She told him about her dinner out with her father. “We did have a lot of fun and I’m going to miss him so much–especially if this all works out. I always knew it was a possibility for me to land on the West Coast, but now that it’s happening, I’m scared.”

      And damn she hated to admit that.

      “There’s nothing to be scared of–it’s going to be great. Plus, I would imagine you’re not in the kind of job where you’re locked to your desk or your office. I’m sure you could work remotely whenever you wanted to come home to King Harbor.”

      “That kind of thing costs a lot of money, Logan.”

      “Sweetheart, from what I know about the gaming industry thanks to having read your friend’s business plan, I’m pretty sure you’re going to be okay to fly home a couple of times a year.”

      “Maybe…”

      “No maybes about it. Now, how about we change this over to video chat and you show me what you’re wearing?”

      “Oh, my God, are you suggesting we sexy chat?” she teased.

      “Duh, I’m a guy and I enjoy watching you undress so…yeah.”

      She rolled her eyes. “My father is in the next room; I’m not doing that.”

      “Fine, be that way,” he said with a dramatic sigh. “So when do you leave?”

      “Tomorrow. The guys are arranging my airfare and hotel. I’m hoping it’s someplace decent. Neither of them ever cared about where they slept, but I do.”

      “Hopefully you can make changes if you need to.”

      “I’ll have to check my emails when we get off the phone but…my fingers are crossed.”

      “Mine too,” he said and she could practically hear him smiling.

      “So what about you? What happens now?”

      “I’ve got more meetings tomorrow and for the rest of the week. It’s going to be crazy.”

      “Damn. And with the time difference, it’s going to be hard for us to talk.” She wanted to remind him how this was exactly why she hated long-distance relationships, but figured now wasn’t the time to bring it up.

      So they talked about everything and nothing–without switching over to video chat. Honestly, she could have kept talking to him all night, but she was losing the battle with sleep. After she yawned for the tenth time, she knew it was time to give up.

      “As much as I’m enjoying talking with you…”

      “I know, sweetheart. I can hear it in your voice. Go and we’ll talk tomorrow night. Call me when you’re all settled in at the hotel, okay?”

      She nodded and yawned again. “Sorry. Yes. Good luck tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, I’m going to need it.” He paused. “Good night, Piper.”

      “Good night, Logan.”
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      This was it.

      She was doing it.

      Staring up at the departures board from her seat at the gate at Logan International Airport, Piper felt a little overwhelmed that she was really doing this. When Eric emailed her the travel itinerary, Piper was confused as to why she was departing out of Boston rather than King Harbor. He had told her that he couldn’t get any direct flights out of King Harbor and, while she knew it was true, she wouldn’t have minded a layover.

      “Nonsense,” he had said. “We’re flying you first class all the way, Piper. Enjoy it!”

      She wanted to argue that they weren’t being practical with their money, but she refrained.

      Her flight was called and she was a little self-conscious about lining up with the other first-class passengers. Self-conscious, but excited. Never in her life had she traveled this way and she was dying to know if it was going to be everything she dreamed of.

      Not that she spent a lot of time dreaming about flying first class, but…still.

      Once she was seated, Piper settled in with her Kindle and her wireless headphones and prayed her seatmate wasn’t going to be overly chatty. A few hours of peace and quiet were what she was hoping for so she could focus on everything she was going to need to do once she landed in Seattle.

      “Can I get you something to drink, Miss Stewart?”

      Piper looked up and smiled at the flight attendant. “Thank you, I would love…”

      “Can we please get two glasses of champagne?”

      “Logan!” she cried, fumbling to unbuckle her seat belt. She flung herself into his arms and held him tightly.

      Beside them, the flight attendant gently cleared her throat. Grinning, Piper turned to her and said, “Champagne sounds fabulous. Thank you.”

      Together, they sat down and she had a million questions for him. She was holding both his hands in hers and couldn’t seem to stop smiling. “I wanted to stop by and see you this morning, but it was a very long drive and I was so scared I wouldn’t get here in time so I didn’t.” Gazing up into his eyes, she still couldn’t believe he was here. “What are you doing here? Are you coming to cheer me on?”

      Before he could answer, their drinks were served. Logan handed a glass to her and tapped it with his. “Here’s to a successful trip.” They each took a sip and after a minute, he spoke. “I lied to you.”

      Her eyes went wide and her stomach dropped. “Um…what?”

      He nodded. “I lied.”

      “About…?”

      “Everything,” he stated simply. “Well, not everything, but a lot.”

      Piper looked around and tried to figure out how she was going to get off this plane without making a spectacle of herself.

      Logan must have sensed her need to leave because he grasped one of her hands and held it tightly. “Before you freak out, let me explain.”

      She wanted to throw her champagne in his face but it was really good and she figured she was essentially stuck with no means of escape. “Fine.”

      He grinned and that just angered her more.

      The smile was gone and he instantly sobered. “Okay, here it is,” he began. “I read over everything Eric and Michael sent to me and I was instantly intrigued. I did some research and did, in fact, reach out to them. We’ve had multiple conversations and…I’m the one helping with the financing.”

      “What?! Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “Because I thought this would be an incredible surprise.” He paused. “But judging by the look on your face, not so much.”

      “Logan…”

      “Just…hear me out. I wanted to talk to them because it’s honestly the best way to do business. I understood your reasoning but if I was going to help them, I needed to speak to them directly.”

      She nodded.

      “It was a no-brainer for me. Once I read over everything, I was actually excited about all the possibilities. I mean, I don’t plan on being hands-on with game design, but on the business and marketing end, I will be.”

      “But…what about Blackthorne? I thought your father wanted…”

      Logan held up a hand to stop her. “Graham Blackthorne wants a lot of things and he needs to get over it.” He chuckled as he told her about his initial phone conversation with his father.

      “Wow.”

      He nodded. “I know. I was pretty ballsy, but I definitely got my point across.”

      “And what about when you got to Boston?”

      “Well…he listened to my pitch about the gaming venture and was seriously impressed. You see, once we hung up the phone, he did his own research and he had a lot of questions for me. I answered the best I could and promised to find out the rest for him.”

      “So…Blackthorne is investing in the company?”

      “Not yet. I don’t know if it will be necessary.”

      She frowned. “But…why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Because I’ve already set up meetings with other potential investors.” He winked. “I’m more than just a pretty face.”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, “This is crazy. I can’t believe your father didn’t put up more of a fight.”

      “Well, we came to a bit of a compromise.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ve also got meetings with some commercial Realtors in Seattle so I can scout out a location for the first official remote location of the Vault.”

      “No!” she said excitedly. “Really? That’s amazing! How…I mean…when…?”

      “It was something that came up during a conversation with my brother Ross. I threw it out there just as a throwaway idea, but then it seemed to stick. You know I love that place and if I can make it a success in Seattle, we’ll start looking at other places around the country. We could have an entire chain of them in a few years if everything goes as planned.”

      She shook her head, unable to believe this was all really happening.

      “So…are you really mad at me?” he asked.

      Was she?

      “I wish you had told me what was going on, but I have to admit, this was a pretty cool surprise.” Leaning in, she kissed him softly on the lips. “Thank you for believing in what the guys are doing.”

      “Well, it wasn’t only because of them,” he said, taking one of her hands in his and kissing it. Then he met her eyes, his expression serious again. “Piper, when we were growing up, I considered you a friend. Then we met up again and honestly, the last thing I was thinking about with you was friendship.”

      She could feel herself blushing.

      “But at the end of the day, that’s our foundation and I love that about us,” he went on. “I want you to know that…”

      Her heart began to beat furiously. If he was going to tell her that’s all they were going to be, she knew she’d cry right here in first class. Big ugly sobs and all.

      “I love you, Piper,” he said.

      Say what?

      He nodded. “I know you probably think I’m crazy and I know it’s fast and maybe you don’t believe me, but…I’ve never said that to another woman. From the moment you got all sassy with me at the bar–before I realized it was you–I knew I was done. You’re it for me.”

      Piper let out a shaky breath as she held his gaze. “I don’t think you’re crazy and I know it’s fast too, but…I love you too, Logan. Back when we were younger…”

      She never got to finish. He was kissing her like his life depended on it and she wished they weren’t in such a public setting because she’d like nothing more than to climb into his lap and show him just how much she loved him.

      Someone cleared their throat and there was no doubt in her mind it was the flight attendant. “Excuse me, but we’re preparing for takeoff and I need to collect your glasses.”

      Without breaking the kiss, they each held out their champagne flutes and as soon as their hands were free, they used them to hold each other close.

      At some point the plane took off and Piper had no idea how much time had passed before they both came up for air. “Wow.”

      “I know. I’m good,” he said with an easy grin.

      “Ugh…you are so conceited. What am I going to do with you?”

      “Just love me,” he said, taking her hand in his again and kissing it.

      “I do, Logan. I really do.” Resting her head on his shoulder, they sat in companionable silence for a few minutes. “We’ve got six hours on this flight. I wish we had some privacy.”

      “Yeah, me too. I thought about asking to use the family jet, but there wasn’t enough time.”

      Lifting her head, she stared at him. “There’s a family jet?”

      He nodded. “And a helicopter.” He kissed her cheek. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.”

      Somehow, she doubted it.

      But she was willing to try.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t matter if you win or lose; it’s how you play the game…

      And right now, Logan Blackthorne was playing to win.

      “Do you ever wonder how heavy that gear is?”

      “What?”

      “You know, all the padding, the helmet, the skates…if you think about it, hockey is really like three sports in one–skating, boxing, and hockey. You have to admit, that must take a lot of skill. I mean, look at the size of these guys! That’s got to be awkward.”

      “Oh my God! Stop talking!” Piper cried, her eyes glued to the large TV screen where they were playing NHL 19. “I swear, you are worse than Eric!”

      “I don’t know, imagine being knocked down by one of these guys? That’s got to hurt. I would just be like…Score! Yes!” Tossing down his controller, he stood up and did a bit of a victory lap around the sofa. “That’s right! I scored! I’m winning three-to-one! Ha!”

      She mimicked his move, tossing her controller aside. “You have got to be cheating. You were horrible at this the last time we played!”

      “Yeah, well…I practiced.” Sitting back beside her, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close, giving her a smacking kiss on the cheek. “Admit it, you’re a sore loser.”

      “I am not,” she pouted. “I’m just finding it hard to believe you got this good so fast. Who taught you? One of your brothers?”

      “Um, no. I mean, we played a lot of games while we were growing up, but I haven’t played with any of them lately. They’re all too busy with their new girlfriends.”

      “Hmm…so when you had dinner with Devlin and Hannah?”

      He shook his head. “No gaming.”

      “And you haven’t seen the rest of them? Not Ross or Trey?”

      He laughed. “Can you imagine my workaholic brother Trey gaming? Be serious.”

      “None of your cousins play?”

      “I’m sure they all do. Brock and I are competitive and used to love playing all the Crash Bandicoot games, but we haven’t done that in years.”

      “It had to be someone. Phillip? Jason? I bet it was Phillip. He was always good at playing games.”

      “No, Phillip was always good at playing jokes. Big difference,” he said. “And why can’t you just admit that I’m a good player and learned on my own?”

      “Be serious,” she murmured. “Was it Michael? No, he’s just as bad at some of these games as you. It had to be Eric. I’m going to kick his ass when we see him tomorrow.”

      They were staying at the Four Seasons in Seattle–something Piper wasn’t aware of until they pulled up in front of the hotel. Eric had told her she was staying at one of the basic chain hotels, so it was definitely a surprise. Logan made the reservation himself and had requested a game system be put in their suite and he was so glad he did. They were having way too much fun and he was loving how he was able to beat her at at least one game.

      Pitiful, Blackthorne. Positively pitiful.

      There was a knock at the door and he paused the game. “That must be dinner.”

      “Good, because we’re done playing.”

      Yup, she was totally a sore loser.

      Their food was set up on the dining room table and Logan tipped the waiter and closed the door behind him.

      Holding out a chair for Piper, he waited until she was seated to take the seat beside her. Their surf and turf looked amazing and he was very happy she had suggested it.

      “I’ll tell you what’s a perk to being in Seattle,” she said, examining her plate.

      “What’s that?”

      “Fresh seafood.”

      “Piper, we had that back home.”

      “Yeah, but…since we’re more than likely moving here, it’s nice to know we can still have it. While I was in college, this was one of the few things I missed. Living in the mountains was beautiful, but no fresh seafood.”

      “I don’t think I ever thought about it that much. But then again, other than when I visit Ross in Kentucky, I’m always near the coast.”

      With a shrug, she cut into her steak and smiled. “This looks amazing.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      Piper glanced at him, brows furrowed. “How would you know? You’re not even looking at your plate.”

      “I know. I’m looking at you.” And he couldn’t help but smile. “You’re beautiful, Piper, and I’m so happy we’re here together.”

      “Me too.”

      He noticed she kept sneaking glances down at her food and he took the hint. “Go ahead and eat. I get it. We don’t need you getting hangry again.”

      “I hate to break it to you, Ace…it happens way more than you think. Sometimes I get so involved in working on a game, that I forget to eat. Then when I realize it…BAM! Hangry.”

      “Hmm…good thing you’re telling me this now.” He sighed. “We can say we gave it our best shot, but your hangriness was a deal breaker.”

      “Logan!”

      He tugged her out of her seat and into his lap. “Sweetheart, it’s going to take a whole lot more than you being cranky about food to get rid of me. Don’t you worry.”

      “Hey, if I can deal with you beating me at a game I normally excel at, then you can deal with making sure I eat.”

      He kissed her soundly. “You’re on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Excerpt from TREY (Book 7)

          by Christie Ridgway

        

      

    

    
      Trey Blackthorne hopes for a quiet drink at the Vault, the whisky pub owned by the Blackthorne family in King Harbor, Maine. But too soon he’s joined by his cousins Philip and Brock, and by his brother Devlin. All three have only one thing on their minds and see only one solution…

      

      “And who is going to focus on healing the fracture in the family?” Phillip demanded of the eldest Blackthorne. “It’s gotta be addressed, Trey. And we all know who’s best suited for the job.”

      As much as Trey had always willingly taken on the family fixer role, for some reason this problem felt too…thorny. Some inner voice, one he would have said a few months ago he didn’t believe in—too woo-woo for his matter-of-fact disposition—cautioned him to stay well-clear. “Come on, guys,” he said. “What am I supposed to do? Play marriage counselor?”

      “Well, no,” said Dev, the ghost of a smile turning up his lips, “considering the longest girlfriend you ever had lasted less than six months before she publicly proclaimed you cared more for your phone that you cared for her.”

      Relief coursed through Trey, even as he flinched at the description that sounded a lot like his mother complaining about his father. “Good, I’m glad we agree. Then—”

      “But you’re the one who should go to Paris and convince Mom to come home,” Dev said. “Home where she can hash things out with Dad.”

      “Home where we can better control the messaging,” Brock added. “There’s never been a divorce in the Blackthorne family and—”

      “Even I’m not so thick when it comes to women as to bring up the brand as an incentive,” Trey said, frowning.

      Phillip drummed his fingertips on the tabletop. “It’s up to you how you manage it, Trey. Just find a way to bring her back and get to the bottom of that secret.”

      “The end of the fiscal year meeting is coming,” he protested. But the three other men were looking at him, their gazes and their poses implacable, every inch of their Blackthorne Scotch stubbornness on display.

      Hell.

      “You better make it quick, then,” Phillip advised, obviously reading his capitulation.

      “You know we’re more than prepared for the year-end meeting,” Brock said, pulling out his phone. “I’ll even text Jer for you. Your assistant can book you on the first nonstop from Boston to Paris. You’ll be there and back again so quick, there’ll be no harm to you at all.”

      Trey swallowed a groan. Why did that have the hollow sound of famous last words?
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